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Sex Wars: The use of feminist theories in sex workers’ political mobilization 
Sex workers have organized in pursuit of political goals, with varying levels of success, 
since the 1970s.  This paper explores factors influencing the success of political mobilization, 
specifically the relationship between the use of feminist theories of sex work and successful 
mobilization, in order to explain different levels of success among sex workers globally and to 
evaluate the utility of feminist theory in political action.  This is accomplished through a 
comparison of successful and unsuccessful movements, determined by coalition building, 
engagement with government institutions, and influence on policy in New Zealand, India, and 
Sweden.   
The comparative case studies focus on the use of feminist theory as a basis for 
mobilization and claims to civil and political rights, and its effectiveness in achieving political 
goals.  A comparison of the successful use of theories associated with western and non-western 
feminism will address the political utility of various frameworks including sex radicalism, sex-
as-work, radical feminism, and socialist feminism. Strains of feminist theory related to the 
empowerment model of sex work support political organizing among sex workers, while radical 
feminist theory drawing on second wave feminism and the oppression model undermine the 
goals pursued by sex workers.  Shannon Bell (1994) suggests that sex workers’ rights 
movements have a better chance of influencing public opinion and policy when their arguments 
focus ‘work’ of sex work rather than attempt to justify it as sex (p.110).   This research tests that 
theory, examining whether claims to rights and labor protections based on sex workers’ status as 
laborers under the sex-as-work framework are more successful than arguments against sexual 
double standards and in favor of sexual pluralities, using a sex radical framework.   Case studies 
also discuss the effect of other social factors such as the prevalence of HIV/AIDS activism and 
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trafficking discourse on the success of political mobilization efforts.  These issues provide an 
opportunity for sex workers to make claims to certain rights and protections under the 
frameworks of human rights and a right to health. 
Theories of Sex Work 
Feminist analyses of prostitution typically focus on the application of feminist theories to 
the existence and practice of prostitution and its relationship to gender inequality. Analyses have 
utilized one of two conflicting paradigms: the oppression model or the empowerment model 
(Weitzer, 2009a).  Both models apply feminist theories of gender oppression and agency to sex 
work but produce drastically different judgments. My project takes a different approach by 
examining the use of feminist theory by sex workers in efforts to politically organize.  This 
literature review seeks to situate my project by summarizing the two theoretical approaches to 
sex work, the impact of the empowerment model’s sex-as-work theory on political organizing 
among sex workers, and previous work on sex worker organization. 
The Oppression Model 
 
The oppression model stems from radical feminism’s analysis of women as victims of 
patriarchy and male violence.  According to theorists such as Catharine MacKinnon (1989), male 
control over women and female sexuality is reified in the monetary transactions of prostitution in 
which men are able to pay for control of women’s sexuality and bodies (p. 109).  Prostitution is 
seen as the “quintessential expression of patriarchal gender relations” in which men have 
physical, sexual, and economic power over women (Weitzer, 2009a, p.214).  Under this 
paradigm, prostitutes are victims of both patriarchy and individual men’s control, often 
maintained under the threat of violence.  Prostitution is inherently exploitive and demeaning—
not just to the participants but women as a whole—by reinforcing patriarchal notions of women 
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as sexually available (Showden , 2011).  Prostitution objectifies women and perpetuates 
patriarchal control of women’s sexuality and bodies. 
Under the oppression paradigm, prostitution, exploitation, and violence are inextricably 
linked.  Andrea Dworkin, a radical feminist theorist, remarks that “when men use women in 
prostitution, they are expressing a pure hatred for the female body” (quoted in Weitzer, 2009a, 
p.214).  This statement simultaneously negates female agency by suggesting that women are 
passively used by men and abstracts the prostitution transaction as affecting all women.  
Dworkin’s feminist scholarship contributes to the oppression model by asserting that women 
engaged in prostitution are victims of prostitution’s inherent misogyny and by constructing 
prostitution as a form of sexual violence. 
The oppression model ignores the possibility of agency among prostitutes (Bell, 1994, p. 
83). According to MacKinnon (1989) women in prostitution are trapped in a patriarchal system 
of male dominance which they may resist, but cannot escape. Rather, women find ways of 
surviving, often by embracing their subjugation “in order to be loved and approved and paid, in 
order just to make it through another day” (MacKinnon, 1989, p. 138). MacKinnon suggests that 
prostitutes are operating under a false consciousness in which they accept their circumstances as 
a means of survival, not as a matter of personal choice.  “This,” MacKinnon (1989) writes, “is 
the meaning of being a victim” (p. 138). Under this view, criminalization of prostitution is 
intended to protect all women from exploitation and violence. Consequently, the oppression 
model advocates for the wholesale abolition of prostitution, often through harsh penalties for 
male clients (Showden, 2011). Under the oppression model, feminism and prostitution are 
fundamentally at odds, and the self-identification of prostitution rights activists as feminists is 
rejected as a contradiction (Bell, 1994, p.128).  
S e b a s t i a n  | 4  
The Empowerment Model 
The empowerment model includes two different views of prostitution: the sex radical 
position and sex-as-work.  Both subsets of the empowerment model emphasize the agency of sex 
workers and argue in favor of decriminalization and the repeal of state imposed restrictions of 
women’s sexuality.  The exploitation, violence, and degradation suffered by some prostitutes is 
seen as the product of unequal power dynamics, exacerbated by prostitutes’ marginalization, 
stigmatization, and criminalization rather than as a fundamental aspects of sex work (Showden 
2011). While both of these theoretical stances emphasize women’s agency in prostitution, they 
take distinct approaches to the significance of sex. 
Under sex radicalism, prostitution can be viewed as a means of challenging traditional 
views of passive female sexuality, affirming women’s agency and control of their sexuality 
(Showden, 2011, p.8).  The sex radical position asserts that when sex workers have the power to 
control the sexual transaction they are positioned as a sexual equal, rather than subordinate (Bell, 
1994, p.79).  The violence and abuse associated with prostitution is due to systemic patriarchy, 
and it is this larger unequal power dynamic between men and women that should be addressed 
and challenged rather than sex work; if larger systems of abusive male power are addressed, sex 
work will cease to pose a danger to participants (Showden, 2011, p.10).  Sex work has the 
potential to be empowering and feminist as long as women are able to control their working 
conditions and are not subjected to state regulation of female sexuality (Showden, 2011, p.11). 
Women’s agency in defining prostitution’s meaning for themselves is integral to the sex 
radical analysis.  Sex radicalism draws on postmodern and poststructuralist theories developed 
by feminists such as Luce Irigaray and Gayle Rubin, which allow for a multiplicity of 
experiences and truths and stress the possibility of resistance of patriarchal systems through self-
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definition (Bell, 1994, p.87).  Women are positioned as active subjects capable of developing 
their own meanings and experiences with prostitution rather than as victims or objects of 
exploitation.  Rubin argued for the elimination of the sexual value system or hierarchy that 
stigmatizes and oppresses prostitutes and for the acceptance of “pluralist sexual ethics” (Bell, 
1994, p.93-4).  Theorists like Rubin do not see prostitution and feminism as mutually exclusive 
but rather suggest that prostitutes’ claims to political and legal rights have developed when they 
“theorized their sexual space as feminists and as sex workers” (Bell, 1994, 92).  The application 
of feminist theory to the sexual and economic experience of prostitutes may result in the 
“production of the prostitute as a sexual [and] political identity,” presenting a collective identity 
upon which to base organization and claims to political rights (Bell, 1994, p.95). 
Similar to sex radicalism, sexuality under the sex-as-work paradigm is conceived of as 
something women have the power to define, control, and use for their economic benefit.  
However, while sex radicalism theorizes sex work as a way for women to challenge patriarchal 
values and make a political statement about female sexuality, sex-as-work takes a more value-
free approach to sex work, suggesting that it is no different from other forms of labor.   Sex-as-
work repositions prostitution as a form of “emotional, erotic, and manual or physical labors 
which are but variants of…conventional wage labor” and on this basis argues for the 
organization and protection of prostitutes as workers (Gall, 2009, p.2). Sex-as-work challenges 
the view of prostitution as selling one’s body or oneself and instead conceptualizes it as selling 
“sexual services” (Gall, 2009, p.3).  Sex-as-work takes a nuanced approach to female agency, 
treating sex work as a choice “as free as other choices” made under the constraints of capitalist, 
patriarchal and racist systems (Bell 1994, p. 111). Sex work is no more exploitive than other 
employment and offers women an alternative to poverty or exploitive low wage labor in another 
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market (Showden, 2011).  Abuse is treated as analogous to abuse suffered by employees in other 
labor markets; therefore a similar solution is proposed: unionization. 
Unionization 
 
The sex-as-work paradigm enables the organization of sex workers as unions to pursue 
collective goals. Organization into a union is dependent on recognition of sex as work and 
prostitutes as workers with rights and distinct interests (Gall, 2009, p.66). The sex-as-work 
analysis of prostitution provides a foundation for a sex-worker group consciousness that 
facilitates the labor and political organization of sex workers (Gall, 2009, p.71).  Unionization 
aims to address the exploitation and poor working conditions associated with sex work.  
Exploitation is viewed as a result of sex workers’ status as marginalized labor; therefore unions 
seek to challenge sex workers’ political marginalization (Showden, 2011). Sex workers in 
Australia, the Netherlands, and Argentina have organized unions that have served as a means of 
pursuing increased political influence and rights (Kempadoo, 2003). 
In his study of union organizing among sex workers, Gregor Gall (2006) suggests that 
unionization plays a role in developing sex workers’ political consciousness by providing an 
opportunity for self-determination (p. 3).  Gall’s work focuses on sex workers in the United 
States, Canada, Great Britain, Germany, the Netherlands, Australia, and New Zealand.  These 
groups pursued political goals of decriminalization and de-stigmatization, and advocated for sex 
worker health.  While these groups often adopt the language of labor unions, according to Gall 
(2006) they function more as interest groups exerting political pressure than traditional trade 
unions (p.150).  While some groups have formed independent organizations, others, such as sex 
workers in Victoria, Australia, have partnered with a pre-existing union (Gall, 2006, p.25-7).  
Overall, rates of unionization among the general sex worker population have been low. 
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Unionization efforts by sex workers have been facilitated by previous organization as 
pressure groups around issues of civil and political rights that created networks and a group 
consciousness of shared interests.  These organizations attempted to build resources and support 
in order to influence public opinion and state decisions in legal and public policy issues (Gall, 
2009, p.7; Gall, 2006, p.7).  Gall (2006) identifies several barriers to unionization: the 
disorganization of the labor movement, an absence of alliances with feminists and other 
established groups, and distraction in the form of debates on the morality of sex work and 
combating scapegoating of prostitutes for HIV/AIDS, both of which shift the focus and derail the 
conversation.  He also cites an “absence of group identity” due to differences in race, class, and 
education among sex workers (Gall, 2006, p.59).  O’Connell Davidson challenges the utility of 
unionization and collective action in general, arguing that the intersection of economic and 
gender subjugation experienced by sex workers puts a ceiling on what can be achieved through 
collective action (quoted in West, 2000, p. 107).  The limitations and challenges facing sex 
workers’ rights movements were seen nowhere more clearly than the failed attempt at a 
decriminalization campaign by sex workers in the United States. 
COYOTE 
The sex worker rights group COYOTE (Call Off Your Old Tired Ethics), formed in San 
Francisco in the early 1970s, was the first instance of sex workers organizing in pursuit of 
political goals.  COYOTE asserted that women should have full bodily autonomy and the right to 
engage in prostitution as legitimate work.  This claim has its roots in feminist theory, drawing on 
“the Enlightenment discourse of individual rights” (Bell, 1994, 75). Organizations such as 
COYOTE extended this discourse to prostitutes’ bodies and sexuality. According to Bell (1994): 
for the past 20 years much of feminist discourse has been articulated around the right to 
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control one’s own body, through critique of sexual harassment, abuse, rape, incest, and 
the criminalization of abortion...only in the latter century, due to the women’s 
movement’s discourse which combines “control of one’s body” with economic demands 
such as equal pay for equal work, could prostitutes interpellate themselves as women 
concerned about the right to control their bodies and women who have work demands. 
(105) 
COYOTE’s goals were the de-stigmatization and decriminalization of sex work (Weitzer, 
1991). However, the organization was unable to positively influence public opinion, to achieve 
major policy changes at the local or national level, or gain meaningful recognition as an interest 
group.  According to Weitzer (1991), COYOTE failed to achieve its goals due to the lack of a 
mobilized base, material resources, or powerful allies (p.32-34). COYOTE was driven by a few 
charismatic individuals, lacking in absolute numbers as well as community solidarity and 
activism (West, 2000, p.108). The group also encountered considerable opposition from 
abolitionist feminists who invoked the oppression model when framing prostitution.   
The oppression model is the product of second wave feminist theories that criticized the 
power dynamics of heterosexual sex, which feminists saw embodied in sex work.  Although it 
has its origins in American feminism, the oppression model has been utilized by abolitionist 
groups around the world.  It paints sex workers as victims, justifying paternalist policies intended 
to protect sex workers from pimps, johns, and themselves.  By constructing sex workers as 
victims, the oppression model allows feminists and governments to shut sex workers out of the 
political process and ignore what sex workers want, producing unfavorable and undemocratic 
policies.  The oppression model has been challenged, but not unseated, by the emergence of the 
empowerment model in the 1990s.  The empowerment model has created space for sex workers 
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to challenge anti-sex work policies and build relationships with feminists.  Efforts to 
decriminalize prostitution result in a collision of these models, and a struggle to see which will 
be able to influence policy.  The oppression model has significant institutional support from 
governments, anti-trafficking groups, and entrenched segments of the feminist movement.  Sex 
workers are faced with the challenge of mobilizing support for the empowerment model in order 
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Social Movement Theory 
 
Sex workers’ ability to engage in social movements is circumscribed by their status as a 
group that is culturally stigmatized and legally, economically, and politically marginalized.    
This affects approaches to political mobilization, as sex workers must first address challenges of 
social and political nonrecognition by building a positive group identity and gaining recognition 
as members of the polity with a claim to civic and political rights.  Even once sex workers are 
able to establish a collective identity and interests, marginalization and stigma affect the methods 
of organization and the types of political action in which they engage. 
Social movements are broadly defined as “collective challenges by people with common 
purposes and solidarity in sustained interaction with elites, opponents, and authorities” (Tarrow, 
1994 p.3). The successful mobilization of a social movement depends on a combination of the 
formation of a collective identity and strong social networks, resource mobilization, favorable 
political opportunities, and culturally relevant framing of issues and claims (Tarrow, 1994; 
Hobson, 2003; Ayres, 1997; Staggenborg, 2010). Sydney Tarrow (1994) asserts that 
contemporary collective action generally follows three models of action: violence, disruption, 
and convention.  The model a new movement adopts is heavily influenced by previous 
movements’ methods and outcomes (p.116). 
The method of political action a group chooses to adopt is determined as much by 
historical and political context as by the group’s goals.  Social movements are likely to engage in 
conventional forms of protest when interacting with a government with policies, institutions, and 
processes sympathetic to their goals, while groups seeking major political or cultural change may 
pursue more extreme forms of disruption (Tarrow, 1994, p. 89).  Democratic societies offer 
citizens pathways of affecting institutional change and are less likely to repress protest 
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movements, whereas authoritarian regimes are more easily able to repress challenges and may 
leave violence as the only means of redress for citizens dissatisfied with the status quo.   
Stigmatized groups must also take their unique vulnerability to government repression into 
account when choosing methods of political action.  Stigma is often accompanied by the 
nonrecognition of political, legal, and civic rights, allowing the state to repress protest activity 
with relative impunity.  This may encourage marginalized groups to pursue less confrontational 
and more conventional modes of political activity.  Additionally, extreme action may alienate 
mainstream supporters. The legal status and cultural stigmatization of sex workers make them 
especially vulnerable to state efforts to suppress political action.  Their precarious position within 
society emphasizes the necessity of addressing problems of recognition as a precursor to political 
action. 
Sex workers find themselves located at the intersection of misrecognition and 
nonrecognition.  They are not recognized as having the same rights or legal protections as other 
citizens, such as protection from violence, police and labor abuses, and are disenfranchised as 
legitimate political actors.  Dominant discourses of sex work misrecognize sex workers as 
victims in need of rescue from the sex industry, or as deviants who find themselves devalued by 
society (Hobson, 2003, p. 1).  The construction of sex workers as deviants is both the product of 
and perpetuates an unequal distribution of power in which sex workers right to self-
determination is ignored, producing economic and political marginalization and cultural 
stigmatization (Berger, 2004, p. 23). As a result, sex workers have historically found themselves 
shut out from the political system, let alone any position of political influence and power 
(Berger, 2004, pp. 22, 40).  Denigration and devaluation also make sex workers socially 
acceptable targets for violence and rights violations. 
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Stigmatization impacts the process of mobilization by limiting political opportunities, 
especially for coalitions, since partnerships with stigmatized groups offer few benefits and may 
tarnish a partner’s image.  Stigma is also associated with limited access to tangible resources 
such as money, and abstract resources such as civil skills and political or social capital (Berger, 
2004, p.23). Finally, stigma is produced through and reinforces dominant discourses and frames 
regarding marginalized groups, which function to exclude stigmatized groups from participation 
in democratic institutions and processes (Berger, 2004, p.30).  In order to address these barriers 
to political action, marginalized groups must engage in the “politics of recognition” which 
involve “achieving recognition as a...legitimate social group and building on this to redress 
inequalities in resources and power” (Hobson, 2003, p.264). 
Development of an internally defined collective identity is a first step towards gaining 
external recognition as a political group and influencing public policy (Hobson, 2003, p.265).  
For stigmatized groups, community building centers on the “struggle to gain control over 
definitions of ‘self’ and ‘community’” (Naples quoted in Berger, 2004, p.17).  Political power is 
inextricably linked to the power to define oneself and one’s community and to challenge the 
misrecognitions that perpetuate stigma (Gilkes cited in Berger, 2004, p.10).  Development of a 
collective identity requires the recognition of shared experiences and interests (Tarrow, 1994, 
p.5). Women’s political organization tends to occur within pre-existing social networks with a 
focus on building community, or “micromobilization,” through individual interactions (Stall & 
Stoecker, 1998; Ayres, 1997, p. 55).  Such interactions produce mutual understandings of 
collective identities, grievances, and possible action (Ayres, 1997). Women’s groups have 
historically achieved this through consciousness-raising efforts, during which ‘women’ 
developed as a political identity and source of political mobilization. While ‘prostitute’ has long 
S e b a s t i a n  | 13  
existed as a social and legal identity, recognition of “the contradiction between the extension of 
democratic equivalence [to women] and the state’s campaign against prostitutes” contributes to 
the construction of prostitute as a political identity for organizing efforts (Bell quoted in Berger, 
2004, p.34).  Control over self-definition means that a group “can no longer be treated as a 
‘problem’ for some other social group to resolve,” but rather is able to define the problems 
affecting them and propose and advocate for solutions (Hobson, 2003, p.265). Sex workers have 
historically been defined as a threat to public health or society’s moral fabric, ignoring sex 
workers’ self- definitions and concerns.  Consciousness-raising and other means of community 
building are the means through which sex workers are able to challenge their social 
stigmatization and political marginalization, developing an identity as members of the polity 
through which they can make claims to political and social rights and resources (Hobson, 2003, 
3). Through community building groups also develop internal resources to support future efforts, 
strengthening social networks and building solidarity necessary for action (Berger, 2004, 10; 
Ayres, 1997).  The success of self-definition, or “recognition struggles,” both determines and is 
determined by the success in seizing political opportunities, resource mobilization, and 
controlling issue framing (Hobson, 2003). 
         Political process theory focuses on the importance of political opportunities as a key 
determinant of the success of social movements (Ayres, 1997, p.52). Political opportunities 
often arise from changes in the political environment, such as new elites in power, an ideological 
shift among those in power, changes in institutional rules that allow greater access, or a shift in 
cultural attitudes (Hobson, 2003, p.6). These changes can present opportunities to achieve 
recognition and access to resources necessary for collective action (Jenkins, quoted in Ayres, 
1997 p.52).  Seizing political opportunities requires groups to have the necessary infrastructure 
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to rapidly mobilize their supporters. 
The process of mobilization and emergence of collective action requires the convergence 
of several conditions (Ayres, 1997).  First, the existence of potential support groups and 
opportunities to build political alliances and linkages with such organizations affects access to 
resources.  Partnerships with large or professional organizations may provide groups with 
institutional support, status, professional advocates, and support in developing civic skills 
(Berger, 2004 p.116-117).  This is especially important for marginalized groups who may have a 
deficit of these resources.  These partnership opportunities are a precursor to coalitional 
campaigns, or “mesomobilization,” which produce a larger and more diverse social network 
(Tarrow, 1994 145). An expanded social network is accompanied by an expansion of tangible 
resources, such as funding and supporters, as well as intangible resources.  Partnerships increase 
a movement’s legitimacy and social and political capital which serves to “encourage the 
reception of the movement’s goals by established political groups and elites” (Staggenborg, 
2010, p.17; Ayres, 1997 p.52). A diverse social network increases support and access to a 
variety of political institutions, but requires a movement to maintain a level of “ideological, 
social, and political pluralism” to retain widespread support and prevent alienation of potential 
supporters (Tarrow, 1994, p.146).  In order to accomplish this, a movement may adopt issue 
frames that have broad popular support, and minimize contentious or controversial issues. 
Second, a group must have the internal resources and organization to seize political 
opportunities.  For marginalized groups unlikely to have substantial material resources, this may 
take the form of a developed social network and organizational structures, so that a group can be 
mobilized quickly when an opportunity presents itself.  Social movement theorist Jeffrey Ayres 
(1997) states that the “mobilization potential of a group has been shown to be strongly 
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determined by the degree of preexisting group organization” (p.54). Finally, a group must 
maintain solidarity and commitment from individual movement members in the face of 
opposition movements and setbacks (Ayres, 1997, p.54). These resources are developed during 
preliminary community building work.  Sex workers often blend the Alinsky and woman-
centered models of community organizing, addressing public sphere issues such as public health, 
workplace conditions and labor rights, while using private sphere resources and personal 
networks to spread information about the, recruit members, and build a base of support (Stall & 
Stoecker 1998). 
While the conditions of organization and commitment can be met through internal 
community work and micromobilization, social movements are still dependent on external forces 
and institutions to present opportunities.  The media plays a powerful role in creating or limiting 
political opportunities and mobilizing support through its role in guiding and shaping the 
discourse surrounding a social movement (Hobson, 2003, p.7; Staggenborg, 2010, p.21; Tarrow, 
1994, p.22). Media discourse can affect popular opinion and make alliances, coalitions, and 
political support more or less attractive for external groups.  Consequently, it is important for 
social movements to engage media and influence the creation of issue frames, especially when 
dominant frames may be hostile to their goals. 
A frame, as defined by Sydney Tarrow (1994), is an “interpretive schemata that 
simplifies and condenses” complex subject matter by selectively emphasizing and explaining 
certain events, experiences, or values (p.122). Social movements engage in framing throughout 
the process of mobilization.  Frames often arise during community work and the development of 
a political identity, when groups are identifying and linking community grievances to a larger 
ideology which “dignifies discontent, identifies a target for grievances and forms an umbrella 
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over the discrete grievances of overlapping groups” (Tarrow, 1994, p. 22).  This “framing work” 
of connecting group grievances to larger systemic inequalities or claims of rights is essential to 
mobilization efforts (Tarrow, 1994, p.23). Suzanne Staggenborg (2010) asserts: 
Movements that succeed in creating persuasive and coherent frames appear better able to 
attract movement participants, form coalitions, win public approval and media attention, 
and influence authorities. Moreover, effective frames may help movements overcome a 
lack of political opportunities. (p. 21) 
Movements must frame their grievances or demands in ways that resonate with broader 
cultural values and accepted “master frames,” such as human rights or justice (Tarrow, 1994, 
p.131). Movements are most successful when they can achieve “frame alignment,” or locate the 
common values between the target audience and movement goals, and situate their claims within 
this context (Tarrow, 1994, p.123). The right culturally relevant frame can make up for a lack of 
or even create political opportunities for a previously marginalized group by generating popular 
support (Staggenborg, 2010, p.31). While movements rely heavily on existing frames in order to 
appeal to a mainstream audience, they must also produce new cultural frames which “redefine as 
unjust and immoral what was previously seen as unfortunate but perhaps tolerable” (Tarrow, 
1994, p.122). Groups may reframe issues, or create new frames, as political and cultural 
conditions change and new frames or claims become tenable (Hobson, 2003, p.4). 
Developing frames for movement claims, acquiring material and nonmaterial resources, 
and seizing political opportunities all depend on the development of a collective political identity 
through community work.  Through the activities of community work, a group is able to 
challenge failures of recognition, articulate shared grievances, and connect them to larger cultural 
frames which serve as a basis for claims to rights and resources.  Community work involves the 
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development and strengthening of social support networks, which brings with it both material 
and nonmaterial resources that enable a group to mobilize collective action around a political 
opportunity.  Community work is especially important for marginalized or stigmatized groups, 
whose identity has been actively denied, suppressed, or warped, limiting their opportunities for 
political participation.  Successful mobilization for such groups depends on challenging the 
stigmatization and marginalization that has excluded them from the political process, through the 
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Theories of Sex Worker Mobilization 
 
 
The shift from viewing sex workers as victims of exploitation and male dominance, as 
suggested by second wave feminist theorists, to accepting individual agency, as stressed by third 
wave feminism, is imperative in successful political mobilization among sex workers and in 
building coalitions with external support groups.  During the second wave of the feminist 
movement, anti-porn feminists utilized the “oppression model” in their analyses of sex work, 
constructing prostitutes as oppressed victims of exploitation and male violence.  Based on their 
analysis they sought the elimination of prostitution and opposed decriminalization efforts.  The 
divergence in opinion over sex work between anti-porn feminists and “sex positive” feminists, 
who produced the empowerment model, divided the feminist community in the late 1970s 
(McBride, 2008). As a result, sex workers in the US and other Western countries were unable to 
gain a critical mass of supporters among feminists necessary to form an interest group or achieve 
policy change.   
Prostitutes’ organizing efforts would have benefitted from the resources and pre-
existing network of the women’s movement.  Rejection by second wave feminists also hurt sex 
workers’ legitimacy as a social movement and undermined their claims to rights.  The rhetoric of 
anti-porn second wave feminists has generally been reflected in the views of legislators and the 
public, and institutionalized in law, making efforts to achieve government recognition of sex 
workers’ rights an uphill battle.  A strong holdover of second wave feminists pose a formidable 
opposition to sex workers’ rights movements; a long history of activism often gives them greater 
resources and access to governments, as evidenced in the United States and Sweden.  
The third wave of feminism has taken a drastically different approach to sex work.  
Third wave themes and rhetoric of agency, choice, and self-definition have produced the 
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“empowerment model” framework for analyzing sex work, which focuses on sex worker’s 
exercise of personal choice and agency in defining their own experience rather than their 
victimization.  The model incorporates both the sex radical and sex-as-work analyses, both of 
which argue for de-stigmatization, decriminalization and deregulation of sex work as necessary 
in granting women full sexual autonomy.  Under sex-as-work, sex workers analyze their 
experience as wage labor, which has encouraged the organization of labor unions to pursue their 
collective political and economic interests. Third wave feminism’s rhetoric facilitates 
organization among sex workers and coalitions with feminist organizations in ways that second 
wave feminism did not.  Sex workers’ rights movements’ claims to political rights and 
protections draw heavily on third wave feminist theories stressing sex positivity, bodily 
autonomy, economic independence, and the understanding of sexual and emotional work as 
labor, even if feminism is not directly invoked.  Engaging in third wave theory provides space 
for sex workers to analyze their experiences with sex work through a feminist lens and develop 
“sex worker” as a political identity.    
Political organizing may be easier for sex workers in countries or communities that were 
more or less excluded from the second wave of feminism, such as developing countries and the 
global south (Kempadoo, 2003, p.5). Sex workers in these countries avoided the divisive “Sex 
Wars” and the institutionalization of the oppression model that has negatively sex workers’ 
movements in the US and other western countries. As a result, they may face less opposition 
from feminists and the general public and be more easily able to organize in the pursuit of 
political goals.  Acceptance of feminism and the salience of feminist theories within the sex 
worker community, governments, and the general population may affect the degree of success 
sex workers have when organizing for political rights or protections.  Some feminists’ opposition 
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to the legalization of prostitution and resistance to what they view as co-optation of feminist 
theory may impede the formation of a political interest group or a coalition. 
I contend that a country’s history with second wave feminism will influence sex worker’s 
likelihood of success in organizing efforts.  My research examines the extent to which second 
and third wave feminist rhetoric has been utilized by sex workers in these countries, how they 
have adapted this rhetoric to their contexts and if they have been affected by their relative 
exclusion from the mainstream of second wave feminism. The evolution and employment of 
feminist theory will constitute the key independent variable, measuring the impact on the 
dependent variable of the degree to which sex workers are able to politically mobilize.  The use 
of case studies of several countries will allow me to examine if the relationship varies across 
contexts. 
Hypothesis: Sex workers will encounter less opposition and thus be able to successfully 
organize and influence policy more easily in countries with less exposure to second wave 
feminism, such as those in the Global South. 
My research draws upon social movement theories concerning mobilization, issue 
framing, and political opportunity structures as a framework for the case study analyses.  I will 
examine the use of feminist theories and rhetoric, categorized as falling under the oppression 
framework or empowerment framework, as a means of first mobilizing actors and developing 
activist and political networks.  These theories will be invoked again in framing issues or policy 
by sex workers and their opposition, to varying degrees of success. The salience and 
effectiveness of this rhetoric within government institutions and general public opinion, as well 
as cultural context or external factors such as the acceptance of labor organizations or attitudes 
towards HIV/AIDS may present various political opportunities on which groups can capitalize. 
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            A variety of other factors may also influence sex workers’ drive to politically organize.  
The salience and power of labor unions as a form of political organization and interest group, and 
their acceptance or rejection of sex workers as a legitimate labor union, may affect the ease and 
degree to which sex workers are able to organize.  Social stigma surrounding sex and sex work 
affects ability or willingness to organize, and governments’ willingness to recognize and interact 
with sex workers as a legitimate interest group.  The rise of activism surrounding HIV/AIDS and 
its impact on women affects opportunities for organization among sex workers.  Recent political 
organization among sex workers, especially those in developing countries, has been partially 
motivated by governments’ responses to the AIDS epidemic.  Public fears of HIV/AIDS have 
resulted in prostitutes being “placed under scrutiny, subject to intense campaigning, and roped 
into projects that define them as the vectors and transmitters of disease” (Kempadoo, 2003, p.4).  
Sex workers have organized around HIV/AIDS to address their unique vulnerability to both the 
virus and the violation of rights in the name of public health, and to combat portrayals of sex 
workers as vectors of disease.  According to Jo Doezema, “AIDS was an issue that gave new 
impetus to the flagging international movement by providing an issue around which to organize 
much-needed funds and new alliances” (Kempadoo, 2003, p.6).  AIDS activism has provided the 
resources and allies that sex workers lacked in earlier movements and increased governments’ 
willingness to engage them.  Political organization of sex workers appears to be more prevalent 
in countries and communities heavily affected by HIV/AIDS.  These factors must be taken into 
account in my analysis. 
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Methodology 
 
Case study methodology involves the holistic and in-depth investigation of an event or 
process, examining a social phenomenon without simplifying complex social behavior (Yin 
1994). The use of case studies allows the researcher to examine a case at the micro- and meso- 
level, analyzing the specificities of an individual event, as well as the broader context.  I aim to 
analyze the unique process of organization and mobilization pursued by communities of sex 
workers within the surrounding political, cultural, and historical context.  Grassroots 
mobilization, as often pursued by groups with few institutional or financial resources, is based in 
local contexts and conditions.  The variation among sex worker communities across locations 
and time makes it impossible to develop a broad theory from a single case; what works for one 
group may not be generalizable to a wider population. Therefore it is necessary to examine 
multiple cases of political mobilization. 
In effect, the comparison of several cases can be used to build a general theory.  
Comparative case studies allow for macro-level analysis through the comparison of similar or 
dissimilar cases.   The use of multiple cases allows for the exploration of variation and may 
highlight similarities across different contexts that contribute to a more complete, generalizable 
theory.  My individual and comparative analysis will include “pattern matching” that entails the 
comparison of “an empirically based pattern with a predicted one” in order to determine the 
degree to which a case supports a larger theory (Yin, 1994, p.106). Cases will be compared on 
the basis of their similarities or differences, as described by a typology matrix. 
In “pattern matching” cases can be chosen in a variety of ways including randomization 
and the fulfillment of specific criteria such as representativeness of the population, diversity, 
extreme values of dependent or independent variables, deviance from the typical relationship, 
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most-similar, and most-different cases (Seawright and Gerring, 2008).  I utilized the diversity 
case selection method as defined by Seawright and Gerring (2008). In this method, cases are 
chosen to fulfill extreme values of the independent and dependent variables (Seawright and 
Gerring 2008, 297). This method of selection was chosen in order to more fully capture the full 
range of variation among sex worker communities.  The selection of cases was based on a cross 
tabulation of the independent and dependent variables: dominant feminist ideology specifically 
Western or Non-Western, and the success of political mobilization, respectively. This cross 













These dimensions were chosen because my research focuses on a hypothesized 
relationship between the dominant form of feminism and the success of political mobilization 
among sex workers. The first dimension differentiates between cases based on the influence of 
Western feminism, particularly second wave feminism.  Western feminism is characterized by 
continued debate over whether sex work is oppressive or a matter of personal agency.  The Non-
Western Feminism dimension encompasses the countries in the Global South that were either left 
out of the second wave of feminism or have actively rejected western feminism as another aspect 
of imperialism (Kempadoo, 2003, p.5).  The absence or rejection of Western feminism has 
produced a different environment in which sex workers attempt to organize, one which I theorize 
may be less hostile to the formation of coalitions between feminists and sex workers.  The 
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second dimension, success of political mobilization, focuses on whether sex workers organized 
in pursuit of civil and political rights, and/or in opposition to legislation, and if they were able to 
successfully affect change.  Successful mobilization may take several forms.  Countries in 
which sex workers were able to launch an effective decriminalization campaign, or 
prevent the passage of harmful legislation, would be categorized as successful formal 
mobilization.    Informal mobilization would include building strong social networks , 
developing social programs, achieving increased recognition and access to institutions 
such as government agencies or courts.  While this may not seem as extreme as 
decriminalization, apparently small victories such as recognition by the court system can  
produce dramatic improvements in quality of life for sex workers.  
Selection of Cases 
Cases were selected to fulfill the four discrete categories created by the cross tabulation 
of these two dimensions.  An individual case consists of the event of interest, in this work a 
campaign advocating for the decriminalization of prostitution, within defined physical and 
temporal boundaries (Gerring, 2004, p. 342).  The overarching legal status of prostitution is 
determined at the national level, therefore cases are spatially defined as individual nation-states. 
As my interest is in mobilization and change at the national level, the nation-state serves as the 
primary unit of analysis.  Additionally, citizens within a nation-state have a shared history, 
culture, and political system, creating a unique context for phenomenon.  The chosen nation-
states are Sweden, New Zealand, and India.  While these countries vary in a multitude of ways, 
they all have representative legislative branches of government, allowing for political action and 
advocacy by citizens.  
Within each case is the embedded unit of analysis of individual organizations which 
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comprise the major actors of the social movement.  This sub-unit includes organizations focused 
on prostitutes’ rights, government institutions and agencies, opposition groups, and non-
governmental organizations.  The temporal boundaries will vary by case.  The central time 
period to be examined is the period of activism, or attempted activism, marked as beginning with 
organized activism around sex work, even if it is not immediately directly political. Additionally, 
relevant historical context affecting sex work and feminism within each case will be considered. 
Countries were selected in order to fill the typology matrix and ensure a diverse sample 
of cases. 
 

















New Zealand and Sweden are both culturally Western countries, but have had very 
different experiences with sex work, and serve as extreme examples of western approaches to 
sex work. New Zealand decriminalized the sex industry in 2003 after a long campaign by the sex 
workers’ right movement, while sex worker’s in Sweden failed to prevent the passage of 
legislation aimed at eliminating their industry.  Selecting Non-Western cases was slightly more 
difficult, as many countries lack laws prohibiting prostitution, or turn a blind eye to the industry 
despite its illegal nature, giving little incentive for sex workers to organize.  India exists within in 
this gray area, as a country in which prostitution is illegal but tolerated.  However, sex workers 
have organized to address both decriminalization and health issues.  The fourth case of the 
matrix remained unfilled because there is unlikely to be a case which fits easily. 
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 Each case study will examine the relationship between the use of feminist rhetoric and 
the success of political mobilization.  I will be comparing each case to my hypothesized pattern, 
in which sex workers in countries without strong Western feminist influences will be more likely 
to successfully mobilize and achieve their goals. The independent variable, presence and 
influence of Western feminism, will be evaluated through a review of the history of feminism in 
each country, attitudes towards the theories of western feminism, and the dominant feminist 
ideologies during attempts at mobilization. Western feminism’s approach to sex work is 
characterized by conflict between the oppression model and the empowerment model.   Due to 
histories of colonization and current globalization, it is not expected for a country to have no 
exposure to Western feminism.  However, de-colonization and anti-imperialist movements may 
impact the way citizens view Western influences, resulting in an intentional rejection of Western 
ideologies and a categorization as Non-Western feminism.  Sex workers and feminists in these 
countries will still be evaluated for their use of the oppression and empowerment models under 
Non-Western frameworks and theories.  
Analysis 
My methods included a discourse analysis in order to assess the political use of feminist 
rhetoric, as well as other rhetorical frameworks, in approaches to sex work.  This was achieved 
through an analysis of existing literature, press releases, interviews, testimonies (generally those 
given to media or other research due to practical limitations) or manifestos provided by both the 
sex worker organizations, their supporters, and their opposition, organizations’ web sites. A 
group’s position is categorized as influenced by either the oppression or empowerment models 
based on the language, arguments, and underlying theories used or referenced, such as the abuse 
of male power, the victimization of women, or the sex-as-work framework.  These documents 
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include reports, media interviews or newspaper articles, press releases, webpages, formal studies, 
and legislation.  The discourse analysis required coding for the use of keywords associated with 
the oppression model, the sex-as-work model, the sex radicalism model, a human rights 
framework, and women’s health framework.   
For example, language focused on harm reduction, safety, and violence against women 
would fall under the health framework.  This would include arguments that decriminalization 
would help sex workers protect themselves against HIV/AIDS and other STIs, avoid dangerous 
clients, or go to the police for help in the event of a violent client.  Discussion of labor 
conditions, exploitation by employers, or comparisons to other industries would categorize a 
document as falling under the sex-as-work model.  Discussing sex work as a professional choice 
and a rational economic decision would also fall under the sex-as-work framework.  Arguing 
that prostitution is a means of reclaiming female sexual agency and challenging patriarchal 
sexual values, through references to choice, bodily autonomy, and sexual freedom would 
categorize a document as sex radical.  However, this was far from a common argument, with 
most documents falling neatly into the health, sex-as-work, or the oppression model. 
  The context of key words must be taken into account, as an organization utilizing the 
oppression model and an organization using the sex as work model would both talk about power 
and choice, albeit in very different ways.  This analysis will be used to determine the primary 
rhetorical framework or frameworks employed in a movement. Frameworks are not mutually 
exclusive and may be employed simultaneously.  The effectiveness of various frameworks will 
be assessed based on the success of political efforts.  My research will be primarily qualitative, 
although coding for the use of certain words or phrases presents an opportunity for quantitative 
methods.  
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As previously mentioned, the dependent variable of success of political mobilization is 
broadly operationalized as the decriminalization or deregulation of sex work.  Political 
mobilization also includes community building, education and outreach, campaigns for health 
and legal protections, coalition building, lobbying and protests.  Cases will be evaluated based 
success of translating organization into collective political actions, size of community involved, 
methods of political action, number of rallies or demonstrations, number, strength and influence 
of coalitions, programs developed, and impact on public opinion and public policy (Staggenborg, 
2010).  In my analysis, success will be assessed in terms of community building, coalitions, 
government recognition, and policy influence.   
The success of each movement will be evaluated using theories of gendered political 
participation that account for women’s unique form of political participation by redefining 
political action and activism to include “doing politics” (Berger, 2004, p.8).  Nancy Naples 
defines  “doing politics” as including “any struggle to gain control over definitions of ‘self’ and 
‘community’; to augment personal and communal empowerment; to create alternative 
institutions and organizational processes; and to increase the power and resources of their 
community” (Berger, 2004, p.17).   This community based politics is termed “community work,” 
and its inclusion as political participation acknowledges the unique role community and 
relationships play politicizing and mobilizing women,  suggesting that the formation of a sex 
worker community is as important a political action as protesting or lobbying (Berger, 2004, 
p.9). Community work may include consciousness raising (in person or online), community 
outreach and education, the development of support groups or networks, the provision of health 
or counseling services, sharing and discussing political issues, attending conferences, and 
publishing manifestos or declarations of rights, all of which contribute to a shared identity and 
S e b a s t i a n  | 29  
sense of community. Community work is a key aspect of the prostitutes’ rights movement as it 
allows sex workers to engage in self-definition and challenge stigmatizing stereotypes (Berger 
2004, 10).  Challenging harmful misrecognition is an important prelude to formal action, as 
stigma may negatively affect access to resources and partnership (Berger 2004) 
Based on gendered theories of political participation, and the stigmatized nature of sex 
work, the creation and sustainment of a community or an organization through doing politics and 
community work will be considered success. Successful organization may also include coalition 
building, engagement with government institutions, and most importantly, influence on public 
opinion and policy.  Success could also extend beyond this to include political success based on 
more traditional criteria: government acknowledgement in the form of funding, cooperation on 
issues, consultation as resources or experts in policy creation, inclusion or incorporation into 
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The New Zealand Prostitutes’ Collective 
 
In 2003, New Zealand joined a handful of countries who have decriminalized all aspects 
of the sex industry, including prostitution, solicitation, brothels, and third party management, or 
pimping, after a fourteen year campaign spearheaded by the New Zealand Prostitutes’ Collective 
(NZPC).  The campaign for decriminalization developed from the collective’s work on 
HIV/AIDS prevention within the sex worker community and grew into a collaborative effort by 
the NZPC, members of Parliament, and community organizations.  This broad base of support 
and a focus on health and harm minimization allowed the Prostitution Reform Bill to gain the 
necessary support to become a law (Abel et al., 2010). 
Prostitution in New Zealand—A Brief History 
 
New Zealand has a long history of regulating prostitution in the name of public health. 
The Contagious Diseases Act of 1869, a response to public concerns over syphilis, allowed 
police to detain any woman suspected of prostitution and force her to undergo a medical 
examination for sexually transmitted diseases (Davis, 1996). This law set the tone for sex 
workers to be treated as vectors of disease and threats to public health. The spread of syphilis 
and gonorrhea in the years following World War I was similarly blamed on “loose women” by 
the government and addressed with the Social Hygiene Regulations of 1925 (Tolerton,  2012).  
The inclusion of prostitution in the Crimes Act of 1961 represented a shift in legal framing of 
prostitution from a public health issues to a moral one.  The Crimes Act prohibited public 
solicitation, brothels, and living off money earned through sex work, essentially outlawing the 
practice of prostitution.   
In New Zealand, the market for prostitution can be divided into three sectors: street 
based, massage parlours, and self-employed sex workers or private escorts.  Due to the furtive 
nature of the industry individuals in different sectors did not interact, presenting a barrier to any 
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sort of organizing efforts.  Different experiences of sex work present an additional barrier to 
collaboration.  While 60% of sex workers are based in massage parlours (Davis, 1996), street 
based workers are more likely to be the focus of police and media attention due to their visibility.  
In enforcing the Crimes Act the vice squad focused on public acts such as soliciting, targeting 
street based sex workers for arrest and prosecution (Abel et al., 2010; Davis, 1996).  
Differences between the sectors along lines of race and gender further impede 
cooperation.  Street based sex workers are more likely to be people of color, with Maori sex 
workers accounting for two-thirds of street based sex workers and more than 50 percent of 
solicitation convictions (Abel et al., 2010, p.10; Jordan, 2005).  Male and transgender sex 
workers are also more likely to be street based.  Transgender sex workers were especially 
vulnerable to being targeted by the police as “they were the most visible to the public… [And] 
also the easiest to prosecute” through laws prohibiting homosexual acts (Abel et al., 2010, 
p.105). The intersection of these stigmatized identities further disenfranchised many street based 
workers, limiting their political and civic engagement. Police targeting of transgender sex 
workers, a minority within the sex worker population, did not draw significant protest from the 
larger sex work community. Women working in massage parlours were generally able to operate 
under the radar, unmolested by the police, and had little incentive to challenge the prosecution of 
street based women and “out” themselves as sex workers. 
This changed in 1978 with the implementation of the Massage Parlours Act, which 
classified massage parlours as public spaces, extending laws prohibiting solicitation to 
previously private businesses.  Suddenly parlours were subject to random police raids and 
employees were required to publicly register as parlour workers (Abel et al., 2010, p.107).  The 
men purchasing sex avoided arrest because the law did not criminalize the purchase of sex (Abel 
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et al., 2010, p.107). This led to accusations of gender discrimination and unequal treatment under 
the law by some women’s groups.   The increase in public scrutiny and police attention provided 
a push towards political action, but was not enough to realize a coordinated public campaign.  
Since it was not technically illegal to be a sex worker, there was no legal barrier to the formation 
of a sex workers organization or union (Davis, 1996); however, the public and government 
institutions were generally hostile treating sex workers as threats to the “public welfare,” and 
vectors of disease (Crimes Act, 1961).  The first reported cases of HIV/AIDS in New Zealand in 
1983 prompted increased institutional engagement with sex workers as part of efforts to stem the 
spread of the virus and presented an opportunity for sex workers to challenge government 
misrecognition (“Epidemiological Fact Sheet,” 2004). 
HIV/AIDS and the New Zealand Prostitutes’ Collective—Building Identity 
 
Upon discovery of the first cases of HIV/AIDS in New Zealand, the government moved 
quickly to address and contain the virus.  The Labour government sought to do this through the 
use of a “partnership model,” which involved developing working relationships between 
government institutions, health providers, and at-risk groups such as gay men, intravenous drug 
users, and sex workers (Davis, 1996).  The Ministry of Health needed a way to communicate 
information about safe sex practices and HIV/AIDS to sex workers and recognized that due to 
the hidden nature of the sex industry and its contentious relationship with government 
institutions, the best way to achieve this was through a sex worker run community organization 
(Davis, 1996). While sex workers may have been disinclined to open themselves up to 
government involvement and monitoring, concerns about the threat of HIV/AIDS to their own 
health as well as the economic health of their industry made the partnership a mutually beneficial 
opportunity (Davis, 1996).  The sex workers the Ministry of Health initially approached were 
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already engaged in community work and recognized that the partnership presented the opportunity 
to undertake community building on a larger scale (Davis, 1996).  A government partnership 
provided program funding, access to institutional resources, recognition, and legitimacy.  With 
building a base for further action in mind, the New Zealand Prostitutes’ Collective was formed in 
1987 with the full support and financial backing of the Ministry of Health. 
The primary goal of the NZPC was HIV/AIDS prevention through education and 
increased condom use among sex workers, with clients as well as private partners (Davis 1996).   
In order to achieve these goals, the NZPC established drop in centers in Wellington, Auckland, 
and Christchurch cities with a concentrated sex worker population, and engaged in community 
outreach efforts (Davis, 1996).  Outreach was initially informal, with information about the 
NZPC and its mission “spread by word of mouth” among current and former sex workers, 
through their everyday interactions in massage parlours and social gatherings “in people’s 
homes, on the beach, or in the pub” (Abel et al., 2010, p.47). These informal social gatherings 
served as site of consciousness-raising around issues affecting sex workers and allowed for the 
development of a sense of collective identity involving shared political interests and goals among 
a previously fragmented community.  While the NZPC’s community organizing efforts were 
initially focused on HIV/AIDS education and prevention, issues concerning sex workers such as 
employment and legal rights, labor abuses, police raids, and discrimination were repeatedly 
brought up as collective concerns (Abel et al., 2010). Sex workers had little recourse when their 
rights were violated by parlour managers, police, or customers, as any action would require 
outing themselves as sex workers and risking arrest (Mossman & Mayhew).   
Initial community organizing by the NZPC was an important precursor to political action 
around decriminalization.  Connecting sex workers that had previously been isolated and 
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creating a network allowed sex worker to discuss issues affecting their lives and livelihoods and 
develop a support network, sense of collective identity and goals.  While this work may have 
been “prepolitical” it created a base for future political action on a larger scale (Stall & Stoecker 
1998, p.730).    
The partnership with the Ministry of Health, and the resources that came with it, was a 
political opportunity that facilitated outreach and community organizing.  While local organizing 
in major cities could be accomplished largely through social networks, this limited outreach 
ignored street-based sex workers and sex workers in smaller towns.  The segregated nature of the 
sex work sectors meant that the NZPC was initially comprised primarily of parlour based sex 
workers (Abel et al., 2010, p. 46). As the NZPC grew, it was able to use its funding to employ 
current or former sex workers in outreach efforts, expanding the collective’s efforts beyond 
parlours and the major cities and making personal contacts with sex workers throughout New 
Zealand (Davis, 1996).  Government funding allowed the NZPC to employ outreach workers 
who were able to target especially isolated groups, developing  subgroups focused on outreach in 
minority populations, including the Maori Action Group, Pride and Unity for Male Prostitutes, 
and the Ongoing Network Transgender Outreach Project (ONTOP) (Abel et al., 2010, p.49). The 
government budget also partly funded publishing of SIREN, a magazine focused on safe sex 
education and workers’ rights that supported outreach efforts, providing a forum for the sharing 
and development of ideas (Abel et al., 2010).   
Endorsement by the Ministry of Health also eased tensions between sex workers and the 
vice squad.  While the vice squad was responsible for enforcing the Crimes Act, they also 
supported HIV/AIDS prevention efforts and therefore the NZPC, reducing the threat of arrest 
and repression of community work (Abel et al., 2010). 
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However, the truce between the vice squad and the NZPC proved to be temporary.  The 
media continued to portray sex workers as contributing to the spread HIV/AIDS, prompting an 
increase in police enforcement of the Crimes Act and police tolerance of NZPC programs to end 
with the vice squad shuttering ONTOP, the transgender outreach project (Davis, 1996; Abel et 
al., 2010, p.49).  Intense scrutiny of the sex industry was counterproductive to HIV/AIDS 
prevention efforts, driving sex workers underground.  Police practices allowed for the 
possession of condoms to be used as evidence of prostitution and violation of the Crimes Act 
prohibiting solicitation (Abel et al., 2010). This undermined the NZPC’s work by punishing sex 
workers for practicing safe sex.  Additional efforts were being made to amend the Crimes Act to 
expand police power to arrest sex workers employed by escort agencies (Abel et al., 2010 p.51).  
It was becoming clear to the NZPC that working with the government agenda was not enough to 
protect sex workers from the threat of arrest. 
The NZPC had spent two years building a network of sex workers throughout New 
Zealand.  The push to amend the Crimes act presented an opportunity to influence policy, if the 
NZPC was able to mobilize its network. By 1989 the NZPC decided to take action with a 
submission to the Justice and Law Reform Select Committee on Crimes Amendment Bill 
challenging the proposed amendments.  The organization argued that current solicitation laws 
were impeding the collective’s education and prevention efforts, and changes would further 
reduce their ability to effect change. The submission was accompanied by an ultimatum: take 
current prostitution laws under review, or the NZPC would return its funding to the Ministry of 
Health, effectively ending its HIV/AIDS education program (Abel et al., 2010). The call for 
review marked the beginning of the collective’s decriminalization campaign.   
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Decriminalization Campaign 
 
The campaign for the decriminalization of sex work consisted of three distinct forms of 
political action: a media campaign focused on framing decriminalization as a health issue, 
coalition building with other non-governmental organizations, and building government support. 
From its inception, the NZPC challenged media portrayals of sex workers as vectors of 
disease (Davis, 1996). The collective worked to develop a “high and well respected public 
profile” and Catherine Healy, a co-founder of the NZPC, regularly gave interviews or was 
quoted by the media (Abel et al., 2010). The media served as many people’s primary source of 
information about the sex industry and the Prostitution Reform Bill, presenting the opportunity to 
shape public opinion, and simultaneously attempt to influence policymakers through claims of 
representing public opinion (Abel et al., 2010 198). The NZPC’s engagement with the media 
utilized two frameworks in arguing for decriminalization: feminist arguments for equality and 
decriminalization as a matter of protecting human rights. 
The feminist frame focused on positioning decriminalization as a matter of equality and 
women’s liberation, and correcting the misrecognition of sex workers as victims.  Members of 
the NZPC challenged popular portrayals of the sex industry and workers as controlled by gangs 
and directly disputed the characterization of sex workers as victims: “There are an awful lot of 
women who have been in the industry for a long time and they're very happy, balanced 
individuals. They do not see themselves as victims” (Gregg, 1996). This frame sought to correct 
the cultural misrecognition as sex workers as victims in need of saving. 
In challenging misrecognition, the collective drew upon the empowerment model of sex 
work, framing sex work as a choice to engage in consensual sex between adults and calling for 
legislation that would “support their choices” (Healy quoted by Dekker, 2001).  Healy explicitly 
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framed the support for sex workers’ choices and personal agency as a matter of liberal feminism 
(McCurdy, 2003). References to choice not only referenced feminist frames of women’s rights 
to bodily autonomy and control of their lives, but larger master frames of personal liberty to 
argue in favor of decriminalization.  Simultaneously, the collective framed opposition to 
decriminalization as patronizing women and treating women as if “they are not capable of 
making their own decision” (Healy quoted by McCurdy, 2003). This framed criminalization of 
sex work as patriarchal paternalism aimed at controlling women and limiting their autonomy.  
This frame aligned with cultural values of gender equality. 
The collective also called on the feminist concept of double standards in framing current 
prostitution laws which criminalized solicitation, targeting female sex workers for arrest and 
prosecution, but did not punish the purchase of sex, so overwhelmingly male clients went free. 
This was framed as a sexist double standard which violated cultural values of equality.  The 
support of women’s organizations and female Members of Parliament strengthened the use of 
feminist frames.  The Young Women’s Christian Association (YWCA) supported 
decriminalization on feminist grounds: 
"The traditional Christian divisions between 'good' women and 'bad' women have led to 
the current double standards which condemn sex workers as criminals, while treating 
their clients as upright members of society.  These attitudes date back to the time when 
women were legally the property of men – either their husbands of their fathers. They are 
not only unjust, but totally outdated." (“Christians support prostitutes over bill,” 2001) 
 
Sue Bradford, a Green MP, supported the PRB as a means of correcting gender inequality and 
called for feminist support of the bill. 
The most common issue frame utilized by the NZPC and their supporters was 
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criminalization as violating sex worker’s human rights to health, safety, and freedom from 
coercion and exploitation.  The collective invoked cultural concerns about the role of sex work in 
the spread HIV/AIDS by framing current prostitution laws as a barrier to access to safe-sex 
education and materials to prevent the transmission of HIV/AIDS.  This framed 
decriminalization as a public health issue, increasing the stakeholders benefitting from 
decriminalization to include the wider public and allowing people to support decriminalization 
without endorsing sex work.  Organizations such as the Ministry of Women’s Affairs and the 
YWCA declared themselves opposed to prostitution, but supporters of sex worker’s right to 
health and safety.  
Health and safety frames intersected with the feminist frame in claims that 
decriminalization would empower sex workers to protect themselves by reporting unsafe 
practices and exploitation in parlours, as well as coercion or violence from clients.  Catherine 
Healy asserted that “the most important issue here is human rights.  Sex workers deserve the 
same rights as everyone else has...They should feel safe to make a police complaint against 
somebody” (Prestwood, 2000). In making this argument, the NZPC drew upon the Ottawa 
Charter model of health promotion, which argued that health promotion is aided by safe working 
conditions, and that legal vulnerability contributes to vulnerability to AIDS (Abel et al., 2010). 
Tim Barnett, the bill’s sponsor, advocated for the bill using this framework, arguing that it would 
help protect public health and was “geared at reducing violence” and promoting human rights 
(Barnett quoted in Knight & Mussen, 2002).   The collective built this frame around stories of 
sex workers subjected to abuses by employers and clients, but unable to report them to the 
police. 
This frame was made more salient by media attention to high profile instances of 
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violence or abuse that highlighted sex worker’s unique vulnerability.  Karen, a sex worker based 
in Christchurch, attempted to sue a client who forced her to have unprotected sex.  Karen framed 
the incident as a threat to her emotional and physical health and a violation of that her human 
rights, stating that she refused to be treated “like a dog” (Martin, 1996).  The media reported that 
the Dispute Tribunal stated that “certain types of contracts have long been held unenforceable in 
that, in effect, they were injurious to society or against public good” (Martin, 1996). This suit 
publicly demonstrated how stigmatizatization and legal marginalization left sex workers 
vulnerable to both contract and human rights violations.  That same year, three sex workers in 
Auckland were murdered, and several others were raped in Christchurch, drawing attention to 
the failures of current laws to protect all women from violence and abuse (Abel et al., 2010).  
Although tragic, these high profile incidents presented opportunities for the NZPC to push their 
case. 
Engaging with the media presented an important opportunity for stakeholders on both 
sides to frame the issue of decriminalization in order to influence public opinion and 
policy.  Abolitionist groups, predominantly Christian fundamentalists and radical feminists, 
waged their campaign against sex work utilizing a morality frame and the oppression 
model. Opposition framed sex work as a moral wrong that was “injurious to the public good,” 
harming men, women, and families (Young, 2002). Moral frames and the oppression model 
converged in arguments that prostitution victimized and degraded women.  Opponents also 
framed prostitution as a human rights issue, referencing the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights of 1948, and the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against 
Women of 1979 (CEDAW) which deemed prostitution a form of gender discrimination and 
violation of human rights.  The NZPC did not engage with the morality frame, avoiding wasted 
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time and energy on an unproductive argument and choosing instead to focus on pragmatic issues 
with widespread support.  PRB supporters and opposition struggled over control of CEDAW, 
with both claiming the convention supported their position. Opposition also stirred public 
concerns about trafficking and child prostitution, arguing that the PRB would increase both in 
New Zealand. 
In order for a controversial issue like decriminalization to gain the support of the general 
public and the government, it had to build a wide base of support, working with and gathering 
endorsements from a variety of organizations.  The NZPC’s work on HIV/AIDS prevention 
produced a strong working relationship between the collective and HIV/AIDS activism 
community.  Cooperation with the Ministry of Health provided a base for building additional 
relationships within the health and medical community, including the Departments of Public 
Health at the University of Otago and the Christchurch School of Medicine which collaborated 
with the NZPC on studies of the sex industry.  Jackie West (2000) notes that health projects 
help organization by serving as “a legitimate route through which sex work activists can 
collaborate in multi-agency work” (p.114). The NZPC’s work also produced partnerships with 
non-governmental organizations, leading to Catherine Healy’s appointment to the National 
Council on AIDS (Abel et al., 2010).  These organizational partnerships and recognition were 
important because they “not only gave sex workers a voice, but also a certain amount of 
credibility” (Abel et al., 2010 52). The NZPC and the Prostitution Reform Bill also received 
support from the New Zealand Aids Foundation, Venereological Society, the Public Health 
Association (Abel et al., 2010). Partnerships with public health organizations supported 
the framing of decriminalization as a public health issue and challenged the stereotype of sex 
workers as spreading disease through unsafe sex. 
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In addition to health organizations, the NZPC was able to secure the public support of 
many women’s organizations such as the Business and Professional Women’s Federation, the 
YWCA, the Maori Women’s Welfare League, the National Collective of Independent Women’s 
Refuges, the Women’s Electoral Lobby, the Wellington Women Lawyers Association, and 
unlikely supporters such as the Catholic Women’s League of New Zealand (Abel et al., 
2010). While the National Council of Women originally made a submission to the Justice and 
Law Reform Select Committee in favor of criminalizing the purchase of sex in order to address 
the inequality of solicitation laws and shift culpability to men purchasing sex, they transitioned to 
supporting the NZPC and decriminalization in 1996 (Abel et al., 2010, 92). The change suggests 
a shift in attitude towards decriminalization among women’s organizations and public opinion, 
and was practically significant because the NCW served as an umbrella organization for forty-
three groups, bringing the movement a significant number of conscience constituents.  The 
support of women’s organizations was an important aspect of decriminalization efforts, as past 
movements have been derailed by feminist opposition and the subsequent division of women as 
an ally group (Weitzer, West 2000).  Criticism from feminists and women’s groups was 
tempered by the large number of women’s organizations supporting the PRB. 
The support of other organizations produced tangible benefits in the form of submissions 
to the Justice and Electoral Select Committee on the PRB.  Alison Laurie’s analysis of these 
submissions determined that of the 222 submissions made, 40 argued in favor of 
decriminalization were from self-identified feminists or “based on feminist arguments” (Laurie 
in Abel et al., 2010 85).  Rationales for supporting decriminalization were varied among 
women’s organizations but can generally be classified as feminist due to an emphasis on the 
rights, needs, and protection of sex workers.  Organizations can be categorized as utilizing five 
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feminist frames to argue in favor of decriminalization: extending labor protections to sex work, 
protecting women’s human rights, promoting women’s health, solicitation laws as discrimination 
against women, and violence prevention (Abel et al., 2010 93). The first draws on feminist “sex- 
as-work” theories to argue for the extension of labor protections to sex workers to ensure safe 
working conditions, protect them from exploitation and abuses by employers, and give them the 
legal right to address such abuses. The human rights framework argued that solicitation laws put 
women in a position in which they were vulnerable to physical and economic abuse with no 
means of redress 
The Wellington Women Lawyers Association and Catholic Women’s League of New 
Zealand argued that current prostitution laws produced conditions in which sex workers’ human 
rights were routinely violated by employers, police, and clients (Abel et al., 2010). The YWCA 
advocated for decriminalization as a means of protecting marginalized women and enabling them 
to leave the sex industry.  The YWCA and the Women’s Electoral Lobby argued that a criminal 
record did nothing more than eliminate alternative employment options and ensure that women 
remained in sex work (Abel et al., 2010). The YWCA also argued that prostitution laws made 
sex workers vulnerable by forcing them underground and giving them no recourse if clients 
abused them; this applied doubly to trafficked women and allowed the YWCA to argue for 
decriminalization as a means of combatting trafficking, a significant concern among New 
Zealanders at the time (Abel et al., 2010 93). 
Success 
 
The passage of the Prostitution Reform Bill came out of a convergence of governmental 
and civil society support that gave sex workers the necessary resources and institutional support 
to successfully organize and mobilize a base of movement members.  Social concerns regarding 
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HIV/AIDS created an opportunity for a mutually beneficial partnership between sex workers’  
and governmental health agencies.  This partnership provided the resources necessary to build a 
community with a political identity and goals from a previously fragmented industry, in addition 
to institutional protection against potential repression by police.  The collective’s health centers 
provided a safe space for sex workers to gather and discuss their lives and problems, producing a 
political identity from their stigmatization and marginalization.  In their campaign for 
decriminalization, the NZPC presented its grievances using culturally accepted frames, invoking 
feminist values and human rights, and limiting its discussion of potentially contentious issues 
such as underage sex workers. This highlighted the common ideology and interests between the 
collective and other women’s and health organizations, facilitating alliances and coalitions. 
These partnerships increased the collective’s popular support and political capital. 
The bill’s journey through parliament was influenced by several factors beyond the 
control of the NZPC which created political opportunities for the PRB. A decade before the 
introduction of the PRB New Zealand had transitioned to a mixed-member proportional system, 
which prevented one party from forming a majority government, but rather required the 
formation of coalitions (Abel et al., 2010). This encouraged cordial relationships among political 
parties and support for other parties’ issues, in the hope of future support. This factor combined 
with the submission of the PRB as a conscience vote, which freed MPs from party lines, to 
produce cross party support for the bill, with Labour, Green, and National Party MPs supporting 
the bill. The bill also benefited from the “near universal support of a strong group of female 
MPs,” and the visible presence of female supporters within the government, including Prime 
Minister Helen Clark (Labour), the governor general, chief of justice, and the Ministry of 
Women’s Affairs (Abel et al., 2010).  This gave the policy a degree of feminist legitimacy.  
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Finally, the institution of select committee systems “opened doors to lobbying civil society 
[NGOs],” increasing the NZPC’s and their cohorts’ access to the political process surrounding 
the PRB (Abel et al., 2010 67).  The NZPC remained politically involved around issues of sex 
work, participating in a review of the legislation in 2008. 
Conclusion 
The NZPC’s success in campaigning for the decriminalization of the sex industry can be 
attributed to changes in the political environment surrounding sex work due to fears involving 
the spread of HIV, which made it culturally and politically acceptable for government members 
to engage with sex workers on mutual projects.  This institutional support provided sex workers 
with the resources and protection to engage in community building throughout New Zealand, 
united a previously fragmented community.  In developing strong social networks and a sense of 
collective identity, sex workers were ready to mobilize a campaign when their industry came 
under threat from increased enforcement and a possible expansion of the Crimes Act.   
In campaigning for decriminalization the NZPC stuck with the tried and true, framing 
decriminalization as a matter of health first, bringing issues of labor protections under this 
framework, which had proven effective with the government, and as a matter of gender equality, 
which was supported and advocated by female members of parliament.  These frameworks 
allowed the NZPC to form broad coalitions, across the health sector, government, and non-
governmental organizations.  While the NZPC did encounter opposition from radical feminists, 
such as Australian feminist Sheila Jeffreys, and Christian groups, these groups’ frames proved to 
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India: The Sex Workers’ Manifesto 
Two decades of community organizing across thirteen Indian states came to fruition in 
August, 2013, when members of the All India Network of Sex Workers (AINSW) met in New 
Delhi to launch a national campaign for sex worker “rights and entitlements” (Pandit, 2013).  
While the act of prostitution is not categorized as a criminal offense, most the actions associated 
with prostitution are illegal, including solicitation, brothels, and pimping (“100 countries,: 
2013).    In a large, populous country with an estimated 8,000,000 to 1.2 million sex workers 
spread throughout, a national campaign required years of local organizing in order to develop the 
social networks, resources, and support for such a campaign (Kotiswaran, 2011).   
Recent activism stands on the shoulders of the work of over dozen regional organizations, 
which brought together local sex workers to form a supportive community and base for political 
activism.  Many organizations arose from concerns about HIV/AIDS, which resulted in increased 
focus on sex workers as potential transmitters of disease, and the efforts of public health entities 
to stem the spread of the virus.  Indian sex workers have used this focus on health and HIV to 
gain access on the domestic and international level to resources and institutions which support 
sex workers’ community work.  In making demands for rights, Indian sex workers have been 
most successful through the use of the “citizenship approach,” through which they lay claim to 
rights as citizens and workers, a framework that is particularly salient in a country with a strong 
history of socialism.  However, as with sex workers in New Zealand, government concerns about 
HIV among sex workers and public health in the early nineties first provided an opportunity for 
sex workers in India to come together and engage in community work that produced a political 
identity and local campaigns, which would culminate in the AINSW’s national campaign. 
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The DMSC and the First National Conference of Sex Workers 
In 1992 the All India Institute of Hygiene and Public Health (AIIH&PH), an arm of 
India’s Ministry of Health and Family Welfare, launched a HIV prevention program aimed at 
reducing transmission among sex workers in the red light zone of Sonagachi in Kolkata.  The 
program utilized sex workers as peer educators, providing them with institutional support and 
legitimacy (“Durbar Mahila”).  The Sonagachi HIV program represented a political opportunity 
for sex workers in two ways: it signaled a shift in government attitudes towards sex workers, 
beginning to recognize them as social actors, and it provided an opportunity for sex workers to 
come together safely, without fear of arrest, to interact and develop a sense of community.  In 
1995, several of these peer educators broke away from the AIIH&PH to form the Durbar Mahila 
Samanwaya Committee (DMSC) in order to address social stigma and police raids, which they 
felt were impeding their outreach and education efforts.  The DMSC recognized the important 
role the government’s health program played in “provid[ing] the initial space for building mutual 
support, facilitating reflection, and initiating collective action among us” (“Sex Workers’ 
Manifesto,” 1997).  This reflection, or consciousness-raising, resulted in the realization of the 
need for an advocacy group to address sex workers’ needs beyond health and the formation of 
the DMSC. 
Entirely operated by sex workers, DMSC focused on combating stigma and building 
solidarity and positive self-image among sex workers.  DMSC emphasized that sex work is an 
economic choice women make, and opposes its conflation with trafficking and forced 
prostitution (Misra, Mahal & Shah, 2000).  DMSC has undertaken community building beyond 
consciousness-raising and promoting a collective identity, developing community resources 
aimed at supporting sex workers.  The committee founded Usha Multi-purpose Co-operative 
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Society Limited, a community bank which offers microcredit as well as jobs for sex workers 
(Pandit, 2013).  The DMSC credits the co-operative with promoting “sex workers' empowerment 
by disempowering the local moneylender-pimp-trafficker nexus” (“Durbar Mahila”).  The bank 
also serves as a point of outreach, engaging in the “social marketing of condoms...to acquaint 
more and more sex workers with the aims and objectives of the sex workers' movement” 
(“Durbar Mahila”).   
1997 was a formative year for the Indian sex workers’ movement.  DMSC organized the 
First National Conference of Sex Workers in India, which was attended by an estimated 5000 sex 
workers over three days (Misra, Mahal & Shah, 2000).  The conference was significant for 
several reasons.  First, it challenged the stigma and cultural shame associated with sex work by 
assembling a large group of women to publicly identify as sex workers.  The conference served 
as a starting point for developing a national network for support and organizing.  The conference 
also represented the professionalization of sex work, moving sex work from informal, illicit 
labor towards an organized labor force.  Finally, the First National Conference produced the Sex 
Workers’ Manifesto, which served as a base for the formation of sex worker as a political 
identity, outlining grievances and goals and establishing the theoretical foundations of the sex 
workers’ movement,  
The Manifesto and the Citizenship Approach 
The manifesto challenged sex workers’ misrecognition as sexual deviants and constructed 
a new identity as citizens and workers.  As sexual deviants, sex workers found themselves 
categorized as “threats to public health, sexual morality, social stability, and civic order” (“Sex 
Workers’ Manifesto,” 1997).  Their status as “threats” justified state intervention and sex 
workers found themselves targeted by “projects which aim to rescue, rehabilitate, improve, 
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discipline, control or police us” (“Sex Workers’ Manifesto,” 1997).  Sex workers argued that 
marginalization and policing denied them “enfranchisement as legitimate citizens or workers” 
thus making them uniquely vulnerable to oppression and mistreatment compared to other 
workers.  Indian sex workers drew parallels between themselves and other workers, stating that 
“our stories are not fundamentally different from the labourer from Bihar who pulls a rickshaw 
in Calcutta, or the worker from Calcutta who works part time in a factory in Bombay” (“Sex 
Workers’ Manifesto,” 1997).  They argued that sex work is a choice of economic necessity no 
different from those made by other poor Indians struggling to support their families--while they 
acknowledged that poverty constrains their choice, they maintained that it is a choice that 
deserves the same respect as any other professional choice.  The only difference, they argue, is 
that sex workers are legally discouraged from organizing for better working conditions.  Srilatha 
Batliwala (2010), a women’s studies scholar in India, labels this framework “the citizenship 
approach” and summarizes it:  
We consent to be in this occupation, or we choose to remain in it as the most 
economically advantageous option at this time. We are neither victims nor harlots, but 
citizens. We demand recognition as workers and all our rights as citizens. 
By framing themselves first and foremost as citizens, sex workers appealed to the 
responsibility of the state to protect them from violence, exploitation, and other human rights 
abuses, as well as lay claim to their right to political participation and representation within a 
democracy.  They rejected the segregation of sex work from other forms of labor, asserting 
equivalence between themselves and other workers.  Under the citizenship framework, sex 
workers moved from being political objects, who are acted on by the state and others, to political 
subjects who may claim certain rights and protections.   This framework also avoids theoretical 
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arguments about the morality of sex work, or the issue of sex work as a form of sex 
discrimination, which often distracts from practical concerns of violence and economic 
survival.  The citizenship approach can be categorized as falling under the “sex-as-work” 
framework because of its focus on respecting choice, recognizing prostitution as work, and 
protecting sex workers as workers. 
 The citizenship approach established in the manifesto provided a framework for 
successful organizing and political action among Indian sex workers.   Sex workers in Karnataka 
were able to gain recognition by the New Trade Union Initiative and form their own trade union, 
which provided social support, a sense of legitimacy, and formal protection for its members 
(Kotiswaran, 2011).  Sex workers in Calcutta were similarly successful in forming a union 
(Misra, Mahal & Shah, 2000).  While the Durbar Mahila Samanwaya Committee was denied 
union status it has used the sex-as-work framework, emphasizing sex workers’ status as workers, 
to register sex worker groups despite legal prohibitions that would otherwise prevent the 
organization of sex workers (Kotiswaran, 2011).   Veshya Anyay Mukti Parishad (VAMP) has 
utilized the citizenship framework, taking “an explicitly rights-based approach,” to successfully 
claim basic municipal services for sex workers, including protection from police violence 
(“Vamp,” 2011; Batliwala, 2010).  The Indira Female Peer Educators Collective (IFPEC) 
asserted their right to political protest using the citizenship framework with positive results 
(Batliwala, 2010).  
The citizenship framework has begun to gain institutional recognition at the national level 
as well. In 2010, when an appeal by a man convicted of murdering a sex worker reached the 
Indian Supreme Court in Budhadev Karmaskar vs West Bengal.  The court rejected his appeal 
and went on to declare the case a Public Interest Litigation (PIL) “in order to address the 
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problems of sex workers in the country” ("Reportable: Karmaskar vs. State of West Bengal").  In 
its order, the court affirmed sex workers constitutional right “to a life of dignity.”  While the 
court recognized sex workers’ rights as citizens, it continued the tradition of portraying sex 
workers as victims and recommended the establishment of rehabilitation and vocational training 
programs by the government.  Notably, the court consulted with Durbar Mahila Samanwaya 
Committee (DMSC), a sex worker organization and advocacy group, on the problems 
confronting sex workers, and directed the government to provide support for an advisory panel 
that included sex workers, showing institutional engagement and support for sex worker 
advocate groups.  AINSW and DMSC member Bharati Dey was appointed by India’s Supreme 
Court to the committee on sex work policy (Pandit, 2013).  The government has begun 
recognizing claims to political rights and engagement made by sex workers, with members of 
Parliament, ministers, and policy makers agreeing to meet with AINSW and, as previously 
mentioned ( “Sex workers in," 2013). 
Recognizing the salience of the citizenship approach, the AINSW has made it part of 
their campaign for decriminalization, demanding the constitutional rights guaranteed them as 
citizens and that sex workers “be considered as any other workers and should be included in the 
work schedule by the Ministry of Labour” (“Sex workers seek,” 2013; “Sex workers in," 2013).  
While initial community work was facilitated by government health programs, the citizenship 
framework has been independently successful in helping sex workers form collectives and gain 
institutional recognition.  This frame resonates with government in a country with a strong 
history of socialism and labor movements, creating a political opportunity separate from issues 
of health and HIV. 
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The Manifesto and Feminism 
 In addition to the citizenship approach, the manifesto also invoked feminist theories, 
challenging the sexual double standard and male control of female sexuality.  The manifesto 
explicitly named feminism only once, hinting at the complicated relationships between the 
Indian feminist movement, women’s labor unions, and sex work.  While the three movements 
have shared historical and theoretical roots, they have rarely worked together.  Women’s labor 
unions have kept their distance from the feminist movement, as they felt it did not adequately 
address issues of class (Kumar, 1989).  The sex worker movement’s attempts to organize sex 
workers into trade unions drew on a history of working class Indian women in other professions 
organizing to demand improved working conditions in the 1970s and 80s, but departed from 
tradition in its attempts to form coalitions with feminist groups.  These efforts have not always 
been welcome.   In the mid-1990s sex workers were excluded from participation in a national 
women’s conference because the organizers did not consider them a feminist organization 
(Batliwala, 2010). 
 The feminist movement’s reluctance to associate with the sex worker’s movement can be 
traced to the 1980s when Indian feminism experienced a cultural backlash and splintered into 
several competing factions.  Critics claimed that feminism was a new form of Western 
imperialism that posed a threat to traditional Indian values and culture (Batliwala, 2010).  This 
accusation carried considerable weight due to India’s long colonial history and strong nationalist 
sentiments.  In response, Indian feminists distanced themselves from issues perceived as 
“Western,” including discussions of sex work (Kotiswaran, 2011).  In establishing themselves as 
separate from, or anti-Western feminism, many Indian feminists rejected what they considered 
Western arguments framing sex work as a choice or legitimate form of work.  Instead some 
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adopted the oppression model, analyzing sex work as a product of false consciousness, or an 
internalization of patriarchy (Batliwala, 2010).  Others allied themselves with anti-trafficking 
organizations, which did not differentiate between forced and consensual sex work, and received 
strong financial and political support from the West, especially the United States.  Batliwala 
(2010) attributes Southasian feminists’ “ambivalent” attitudes towards sex work as the product of 
dominant cultural values that saw women as responsible for maintaining familial, caste, and 
societal purity, in a moral and reproductive sense.  Sex work violated these values by enabling 
extra-marital or cross-caste, which often resulted in illegitimate children.  Under this cultural 
master frame, sex work is seen as harmful to Indian society, supporting an abolitionist stance 
towards sex work (Batliwala, 2010).   
However, Batliwala (2010) notes the development of the “sex-as-work” among Indian 
feminists, which she traces to the relationship between “India’s feminist founding mothers” and 
leftist political parties, which promoted analysis of labor.  Twentieth century Indian feminism 
and the sex workers’ movement have shared roots in the Gandhian-socialist and Maoist 
movements of the sixties and seventies.  The former contributed to the development of women’s 
trade unions in western India, while the latter called for greater analysis of gender oppression in 
social movements (Kumar, 1989).  The women’s movements emerging from this political 
environment developed socialist-feminist theory that paid considerable attention to the 
intersection of class and gender oppression and promoted coalitions with leftist, working-class, 
and anti-caste groups.  The sex workers’ movement follows the Gandhian socialist tradition of 
organizing around issues of class and work to form women’s trade unions, while incorporating 
socialist-feminist analysis of gender and class inequality (Kumar, 1989).  Kotiswaran (2011) and 
Batliwala (2010) suggest the sex-as-work framework has been successful with both feminist 
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groups and the government because of India’s history of leftist politics, running the spectrum 
from socialism to Marxism, and the continued presence/influence of the communist party in 
Indian politics.   
HIV/AIDS and Coalitions 
It bears mentioning that the sex workers movement first gained institutional support and 
legitimacy from feminists, the government, and international NGOs as a means of addressing the 
AIDS epidemic.  Around the same time the AIIHPH began its HIV prevention work in 
Sonagachi leading to the formation of DMSC, a similar program launched in the Sangli district 
of South Maharashtra.  SANGRAM utilized peer educators to distribute condoms and educate 
sex workers on safe sex in order to prevent the transmission of HIV ("Sangram," 
2009).  SANGRAM expanded into North Karnataka and now employs 120 peer educators and 
services 5,500 sex workers ("Sangram," 2009).  While originally founded as a health program, 
SANGRAM has developed into an advocacy organization, launching campaigns addressing 
stigmatization and civil rights violations such as police violence through its advocacy sub-group 
VAMP and the Center for Advocacy on Stigma and Marginalization (CASAM) ("Sangram," 
2009).   
 Other organizations originally founded as health organizations have received 
international support and recognition for their work, enabling them to expand.   As a sub-group 
of the Indian Community Welfare Organization in Chennai the IFPEC focused on HIV/AIDS 
education and prevention and providing medical care, as well as preventing trafficking 
(Aminjikarai Janarthanam; "Indian community welfare," 2010).  Since its founding in 2003, 
IFPEC has received $67,747 in grants from the Global Fund for Women (Global Fund for 
Women).  While not a huge amount, it represents recognition by an international institution 
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associated with feminist goals.  Ashodaya Samithi, a collective of over 8,000 sex workers 
operating in Karnataka which promotes the “social acceptance of sex work as work” and 
decriminalization (“Ashodaya samithi,” 2011), received a grant for $40,000 from the World 
Bank in 2008 in order to open a restaurant staffed by former sex workers (Khan, 2008).  The 
grant is part of a development program called “Tackling HIV/AIDS stigma and discrimination: 
From insights to action,” suggesting that sex workers are able to gain recognition and support as 
legitimate social organizations when they present their work through the health framework and 
focus on their HIV/AIDS prevention efforts.  Indian sex workers have procured support for their 
decriminalization campaign from the World Health Organization and the United Nations as a 
means of combatting the spread of HIV/AIDS, as well as reducing the risk of violence 
(Kotiswaran 2011).  Both UNAIDS and the UN Population Fund have expressed support for the 
sex workers’ movement, with the UNPFA funding the AINSW’s operations in Delhi (“All India 
network”).   
These relationships are a double edged sword.  While they provide sex workers with 
institutional support, resources and international attention that encourages the Indian government 
to pay attention to sex workers’ demands, engage with them, and discourages repression, it also 
reinforces negative perceptions of sex work by treating them as threats to public health and 
vectors of disease.  While not ideal, the attention focused on sex workers and HIV has some 
benefit, according to Batliwala (2010):  “the injustice of focusing on sex workers as significant 
carriers of the disease, rather than their male clients, brought at least some feminist groups to 
support sex-worker organizations in pushing for condom use and the right to reject a client 
believed to be infected.”  As an increasing number of governmental and non-governmental 
organizations began recognizing and engaging with sex workers, it became less politically 
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dangerous, or even defensible, for Indian feminists to continue to shut out sex workers.  In 2006 
sex workers were finally included in the National Autonomous Women’s Conference 
(Batliwala). 
Conclusion 
 Domestic and international concerns over the spread of HIV/AIDS provided an 
opportunity for sex workers to come together publicly to form supportive communities and 
develop a base for additional organizing.  Health programs served as centers of consciousness-
raising, during which sex workers’ political and economic concerns and grievances were shared, 
producing a manifesto that declared sex worker a political identity and issues a call for political 
action.  While framing the sex workers movement as a matter of health and HIV/AIDS 
prevention has succeeded in garnering institutional support, in order to address the full range of 
concerns, sex workers have adopted the “citizenship approach,” through which they lay claim to 
basic rights such as the right to organize and protection from violence.  The citizenship approach, 
which characterizes sex work as legitimate work, has gained traction with government 
institutions, in part because of India’s history of socialist and communist political activism, and 
political organizing around class issues. This framework appeals to master frames within a 
culture heavily influenced by a history socialism and labor movements,  and has been successful 
in providing a base for organization and helping sex workers achieve institutional recognition 
and access to resources and services at the local and national level. 
However, this frame was rejected by portions of the feminist community, in part because 
of an association of arguments about consensual sex work with Western feminism and concerns 
about reducing Indian feminism’s association with Western feminism.  Global anti-trafficking 
campaigns have posed an additional barrier to the sex worker’s movement, by conflating 
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trafficking and sex work, and influencing domestic policy towards sex work through diplomatic 
and financial channels.  Organizations becoming involved in or appearing to endorse sex workers 
advocacy for decriminalization risk the loss of international funding from countries such as the 
United States, which will revoke foreign assistance to organizations or governments it perceives 
as supporting trafficking under the Victims of Trafficking and Violence Prevention Act of 2000 
(Kotiswaran, 2011). While all sex worker organizations express an opposition to human 
trafficking and forced sex work, in reality the line is often thin, with some women forced into sex 
work by poverty, and others becoming involved involuntarily at a young age and choosing to 
continue due to the social stigma (“Sex workers' manifesto, 1997).  In building coalitions with 
feminist groups, a combination of the citizenship approach, which appeals to the movements 
shared history, an equality framework, and the health framework must be used to appeal to 
coalition partners. 
  Despite these barriers, the combination of the citizenship approach and health frame 
have enabled sex workers to gain a degree of institutional recognition and representation, 
building working relationships with both members of parliament and international organizations, 
and engage in political action to demand their rights and exert an influence on policy.  This 
approach has produced results at the national, albeit slowly.  In 2007, 4,000 sex workers marched 
on Parliament to protest legislation that would criminalize customers (Kotiswaran, 2011).  Six 
years later, the Lok Sabha, the lower house of the Indian Parliament, passed an amendment to the 
Criminal Law Ordinance that did not define consensual participation in sex work as exploitation, 
which would have given sex workers a degree of legal protection and allow them to challenge 
exploitive practices (“Distinction between,” 2013).  However, the final bill defined prostitution, 
regardless of consent, as exploitation (“Criminal law (amendment),” 2013).  This political 
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activity at the national level suggests a cultural shift in support for sex workers rights but 
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Sweden: Which Women’s Peace? 
 Kvinnofrid, the Swedish Government’s Bill on Violence Against Women, literally 
translated to “Women’s Peace,” came into effect January, 1999, making the beginning of an 
experiment that would have implications for other countries struggling with prostitution 
policy.  The bill sought to eliminate prostitution by making the purchase of sex illegal, 
criminalizing ‘johns,’ but imposed no punishments on prostitutes, whom the bill framed as 
victims of exploitation and male violence.  The bill was the product of decades of advocacy by 
abolitionist groups, involving little input from prostitutes and none from sex workers’ rights 
groups.  This was in part because social and political conditions did not facilitate opportunities 
for sex workers to organize, and because groups in favor of criminalization mobilized 
government support early allowing them to frame the issue of prostitution in such a way that 
appealed to dominant cultural values of gender equality and discounted the voices and opinions 
of sex workers.  Sex workers were never able to catch up and gain the necessary social or 
institutional support to challenge their misrecognition as victims, which kept them shut out of the 
political process. 
The Campaign for Criminalization 
 The abolition of prostitution became a focus of Sweden’s women’s movement at the start 
of the 1980s, when a coalition of thirteen women’s organizations came together to request an 
official government investigation of prostitution, especially youth prostitution, in Sweden 
(Svanström, 2004).  Previous government reports had analyzed prostitution through a 
“functionalist approach,” which explained prostitution as a solution to unmet demand for sex and 
framed sex workers as rational market actors (Skilbrei & Holmström, 2013).  In the late 1970s 
and early eighties, Swedish feminists began to push to frame sex work as a matter of gender 
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equality.  The UN’s Convention to Eliminate All Forms of Discrimination Against Women 
(1979) included women’s right not be exploited in prostitution, and provided both a political 
opportunity and framework for Swedish feminists to address prostitution.   
The commission produced a Swedish Government Office Report (SOU) on prostitution 
in 1981.  The commission’s divisive experience compiling and issuing the report signaled how 
contentious the debate over prostitution would be, with commission members issuing several 
different reports.  The official report characterized prostitution as a “question of human dignity” 
rather than of gender equality or women’s status, and did not recommend criminalization, out of 
concern that it would drive prostitution underground (Svanström, 2004, p.227).  This upset other 
members of the commission who released their own reports when they disagreed, leaving a 
single member supporting the original report (Svanström, 2004).  These secondary reports 
supported the women’s movement position that prostitution was a product of gender 
inequality.  The 1995 commission and resulting bill would draw heavily on this foundation.  The 
1981 commission also set a precedent of government responsiveness to the demands of the 
feminist community, which had originally called for the commission and then participated in the 
remiss procedures, submitting their own comments and reports challenging the commission’s 
findings (Svanström, 2004).  The lack of agreement on the best approach to prostitution policy 
left the matter unsettled, and the feminist movement unsatisfied. 
 A second report on prostitution in Sweden was commissioned in 1993 by the Minister of 
Social Affairs and Gender Equality, whose task included an assessment of the possibility of 
criminalization (Svanström, 2004).  The report, published in 1995, included contributions from 
government officials, law enforcement, social workers, and individuals involved in the 
rehabilitation of prostitutes (Gould, 2001, p.439).  While the 1981 report had included interviews 
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with sex workers, importantly, the 1995 commission did not (Skilbrei & Holmström, 2013).  The 
report framed prostitution as a social problem that should be addressed with the criminalization 
of both parties  
The people involved in creating the 1995 report influenced the way prostitution was 
framed, with social workers and rehabilitation professionals framing prostitution as a social 
problem to be addressed by the state and welfare programs (Skilbrei & Holmström, 2013).  The 
report linked prostitution to other social problems such as concerns over immigration from the 
former Soviet bloc in Eastern Europe and developing countries and concerns over the spread of 
HIV/AIDS (Gould, 2001).  These concerns may have been linked in many minds due to the 
concurrent increase in immigration to Sweden by HIV-positive individuals and increased 
numbers of foreign prostitutes in surrounding countries in the early nineties (Herlitz & Strandell, 
1997).  At the time, approximately twenty to thirty percent of prostitutes in Sweden were foreign 
(SOU: 2010) and the report raised the possibility that legalized prostitution would result in 
increased immigration of prostitutes from Eastern Europe (Gould 2001, p.440).   
These fears persisted throughout the debate on prostitution.  In an interview with Swedish 
newspaper Expressen in 1998, a social worker stated, “Without exaggeration, one can say that 
there is an invasion of foreign girls…[who] spread life-threatening sexual diseases...Girls from 
the East have no tradition of using protection...they are used to unprotected sex and bring this 
tradition further in Sweden” (Gould 2001, 444).  The construction of prostitution as a social 
problem and a threat to social health that caused harm to “all those involved--prostitutes, clients, 
the families, society as a whole” created an impetus for government intervention, especially in a 
country with a strong history of social welfare and intervention by the state (Gould 2001, 439). 
While feminists had pushed for a focus on gender equality, it produced unwanted results: 
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the 1995 commission suggested that equality required that both parties, prostitute and john, be 
criminalized; any other arrangement would be “peculiar” (SOU 1995 qtd. in Gangoli & 
Westmarland, 2006).  This argument drew on key Nordic values and norms of gender equality 
(Skilbrei & Holmström 2013, p.29).  Sweden prides itself on a history of promoting gender 
equality and policy makers invoked this history in justifying criminalization (“The swedish 
approach,” 2013).  However, the proposal of dual criminalization was met with resistance from 
the women’s organizations, Members of Parliament, and the media (Svanström, 2004).  The 
women’s movement challenged the commission’s recommendation with an analysis of 
prostitution as violence against women, a symptom of a patriarchal and unequal society 
(Bryngemark; Wallace, 2009).  According to Gunilla Ekberg, former Special Advisor to the 
Swedish Government on Prostitution:  
The initiative to criminalize the prostitution buyers originally came from the Swedish 
women’s movement. Feminists analyzed women’s position in society and how men, 
through the exercise of violence against women ensured that the subordinate position of 
women was maintained, including by men using some women and girls for prostitution 
purposes. (Wallace, 2009, p. 2) 
Unlike other feminist movements, such as in the United States, Swedish feminists were 
“unanimous” in their assessment of prostitution as oppressive and form of male violence 
perpetrated against female victims (Gangoli & Westmarland, 2006).  Efforts to pass bills 
criminalizing johns in 1995 and 1996 were supported with lobbying from women’s organizations 
(Skilbrei & Holmström, 2013).   
When the Government Bill on Violence Against Women was introduced by the Prime 
Minister Göran Persson and the Ulrika Messing, the Minister of Gender Equality, in May 1998 
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the women’s movement mobilized quickly in support of the bill. (Svanström, 2004).  Swedish 
feminists’ campaign benefitted from a high degree of internal cohesion, institutional support, and 
a lack of opposition, which contributed to rapid passage of the bill that same year.  Parliament 
was subject to external pressure to criminalize only the purchase of sex, from a coalition of 
women’s groups, the Public Health Institute, government agencies such as the Equality 
Ombudsman (a government agency), as well as internal pressure from a coalition of female 
Members of Parliament bridging almost every political party (Gould 2001, Svanström, 
2004).   MPs from the Greens, the Left Party, the Social Democrats, the Centre Party, the 
Liberals, and the Christian Democrats, proposed a series of bills to criminalize johns throughout 
the nineties, and joined together once again to support Kvinnofrid in 1998.  The women of the 
Liberal and Christian Democrat Parties even went against their official party lines by supporting 
criminalization (Svanström, 2004).  A high number of women in government also helped 
promote the abolitionist agenda, with women making up over 40 percent of the Riksdag and 50 
percent of ministers (Gould 2001).   
The abolition movement also benefitted from shifts in discourses around purchasers of 
sex, who were increasingly pathologized as “criminal exploiters and abusers of women, and at 
worst...rapists” (Wallace, 2009, p.2) who should be subject to punitive measures (Skilbrei & 
Holmström, 2013).  Svanström notes that “the 1990s mark[ed] a change in the Swedish 
parliamentary discourse on prostitution” that involved a shift to focus on male sexuality 
(Svanström 2005).  Bryngemark traces the legal framing of prostitution as violence against 
women back to a sex crimes law in 1984 which included “procuring” and set a precedent for 
framing prostitution as a crime against women.  
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Prostitutes’ Failed Response 
 While the women’s movement and women in the Riksdag had been discussing and 
lobbying for a prostitution policy for over a decade, prostitutes themselves did not mount a 
defense until the late nineties, which was largely confined to the popular media.  They utilized 
both the sex-as-work framework, arguing that sex work was a professional choice, as well as the 
citizenship framework.  Swedish prostitutes argued that their rights as citizens had been violated 
through the denial of equal access to the benefits of the welfare state and democratic 
participation in the political process (Wallace, 2009; Jacobsson, 2009).   
Prostitutes were not consulted in the 1995 commission or writing of the 1998 bill 
(Wallace, 2009; Skilbrei & Holmström, 2013).  Their exclusion from the political process was 
largely due to the women’s movement’s success in utilizing the oppression model to frame 
prostitutes as victims in need of protection, rather than equal participants in a democracy.  While 
this framing of prostitution had been pushed by the women’s movement since the 1980s, it was 
codified in the 1998 bill.  Sweden’s government framed sex workers as the “weaker partner who 
is exploited” and therefore absolved them of responsibility (Kilvington et al, 2001, p.83).  While 
this protects prostitutes from prosecution, the characterization as victims is considered a 
misrecognition by sex workers that effectively justifies paternalist policies and locks sex workers 
out of political participation.  According to Pye Jacobsson, a Swedish sex worker and activist: 
In the context of the law, it says that no prostitution is prostitution out  of free will. It 
means that everybody is a victim. If you scream and shout that you’re not a victim you 
are suffering from a false consciousness.  And if you try to convince them that you’re not 
even suffering from a false consciousness, they will say: “Well you’re not representative” 
(Wallace, 2009, p.1). 
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The impact of the oppression framework on sex workers’ political participation can be seen most 
clearly in the Swedish government’s refusal to join a pledge by the European Parliament to 
consult with sex workers on political issues involving them.  This was despite signing a similar 
agreement earlier on the rights of children, pledging to consult with children on matters affecting 
them.  Jacobsson sums up the contradiction nicely: “our opinions are less valued than the 
opinions of children.  Which kind of says it all” (Jacobsson, 2009).   Because they were framed 
as victims with less autonomy than children first by feminists and then the Swedish government, 
prostitutes were effectively denied their rights as citizens in a democracy.   
The victim framework also justified state intervention into private lives and individual 
rights.  Gould (2001) notes a similarity between the discourse surrounding prostitution and the 
discourse surrounding drugs.  State intervention in compelling treatment for drug users was 
widely accepted and “prostitutes were forced into the sex trade just as drug users were compelled 
to take drugs” (Gould, 2001, p.450).  All of these competing negative frames, which had more 
institutional support and buy-in, challenged sex workers attempts to frame sex work as a 
professional choice, or gain recognition as citizens. 
Sex workers’ exclusion is also due to a lack of political organization necessary to engage 
in the political process.  Swedish prostitutes’ ability to politically organize was negatively 
impacted by demographics and a lack of institutional resources and support, which have served 
as a launching point for sex workers’ rights groups in other countries.  Prostitutes are a small 
interest group, with government reports estimating about 2,500 women working in prostitution in 
Sweden in 1993 (SOU: 2010).  This small number of women is further divided by location and 
language.  Of that number approximately 730 are street based, with the remaining working in 
massage-parlours or from home, where they may not encounter other sex workers (Barnett, 
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Casavant & Nicol, 2011).  The absence of a red light district removed another means by which 
sex workers come into contact with each other.  This may have prevented sex workers from 
forming social networks or developing support communities, a necessary precursor to political 
action.  Finally, government reports estimate that twenty to thirty percent of sex workers in 
Sweden are foreign, and a majority are in Sweden temporarily--this transience, and potential 
language barriers, would further impede community building and political action (SOU: 2010).   
While sex workers in other countries have come into contact and developed networks 
through government services, social work and outreach to sex workers was individualized rather 
than group based, which did not promote community building (Skilbrei & Holmström, 
2013).  Government social services focused on street prostitution, to the exclusion of other sex 
workers, further reducing chances for community building (Gangoli & Westmarland, 
2006).  Additionally, this outreach adopted the oppression model, with services aimed at 
encouraging sex workers to exit prostitution, which may have negatively affected their 
willingness to engage with social services (Skilbrei & Holmström, 2008; 2013).   
HIV prevention programs in other countries such as New Zealand and India have 
empowered sex workers to organize, however the incidence of HIV in Sweden was not high 
enough to motivate any such programs.  Furthermore, associations of HIV with foreign 
prostitutes were used by supporters of Kvinnofrid to push the bill through the Riksdag.   
With these barriers to organization, it’s unsurprising that sex workers didn’t publicly 
respond to feminists’ criminalization campaign until the late nineties.  By then, the women’s 
movement had spent over a decade building political, institutional, and legal support for the 
oppression framework.  Sex workers found themselves excluded from the political conversation, 
and unable to influence a law that would dramatically impact their lives. 
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Sex workers have organized in the years following Kvinnofrid, founding ROSEA, or the 
Rose Alliance, in 2003 (Skilbrei & Holmström, 2013).  The Rose Alliance advocates for sex 
workers rights using the sex-as-work and human rights framework to advocate for labor 
protections and against criminalization (“Rose Alliance” 2010).  While the sex-as-work 
framework gained some traction in the nineties, it has not gained support from the Swedish 
feminist groups or political institutions.  Since then, the Rose Alliance’s primary allies are 
similarly marginalized groups without political power or resources: the International Network of 
People who Use Drugs (INPUD) and the Swedish Drug Users Unions (Svenska 
Brukarforeningen) ("Rose alliance," 2010).  While the internet provides new opportunities and 
forums for political organizing, Petra Ostergren notes that Kvinnofrid has driven many sex 
workers underground and that “previous informal networks amongst the sex workers have 
weakend” (Ostergren).  In effect, they may have missed their political opportunity.   
The “Swedish Model” of prostitution control has come to be strongly associated with 
Swedish values of equality and is viewed as a sending a message to the rest of the world 
(Swedish Institute 2010; Skilbrei & Holmström, 2013).  While before the bill 69 percent of 
Swedes did not support criminalizing the purchase of sex, since its passage support for the bill 
and the policy of criminalization has not dipped below 70 percent, suggesting a large and 
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Conclusion 
 
Since COYOTE’s failure to achieve their political goals in the United States in the 1970s, 
the sex workers’ rights movement has grown globally, with individual movements springing up 
all over the world, presenting the opportunity for the creation of international sex workers 
organizations to serve as forums for community building and sharing resources.  These groups 
share a common goal: decriminalization of sex work and social acceptance of sex workers. 
Social stigma and political marginalization continue to be huge obstacles to the burgeoning 
global sex workers’ rights movement, limiting their opportunities to positively influence public 
opinion or policy.   
For sex workers in New Zealand and India, popular fears regarding the spread of 
HIV/AIDS presented a political opportunity to gain recognition through cooperation with 
governments and public health organizations on joint projects.  While this did not reduce stigma 
or misrecognition, it resulted in the establishment of public health programs for sex workers 
which served as bases for community building.  In partnering with government agencies, sex 
workers gained access to resources for outreach, resulting in increased interaction between 
previously segregated sectors of sex work, bringing together street based and brothel or parlour 
based sex workers.  Outreach efforts developed nationwide social networks and the development 
of a political identity and goals.  New Zealand and India also recognized that sex workers were 
best suited to run these programs, improving the success of outreach efforts as well as 
empowering sex workers, who began to develop a sense of political efficacy.  These government 
sponsored programs served as a launching pad for sex workers to form their own politically 
focused groups.  In contrast, the individualized focus of outreach by social workers in Sweden 
meant that sex workers remained isolated and did not have the same opportunities to build a 
community.  As a result, sex workers were unprepared to challenge the extensive networks and 
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resources of Swedish women’s movement, and were unable to mobilize in time to present the 
passage of Kvinnofrid. 
Working with their respective governments also gave sex worker groups in New Zealand 
and India a degree of political legitimacy and recognition, which helped them engage with the 
media and political parties.  Sex workers in India have also benefitted from recognition from 
international organizations, which allows them to bypass the Indian government for resources.  
The political institutions driving prostitution legislation in Sweden had no interest in engaging 
with sex workers and did not consult them or give them an opportunity to share their views.  
Additionally, government interaction with sex workers was aimed at getting them to exit 
prostitution, which likely served to alienate sex workers and discourage interaction with 
government. 
Sex workers in all three countries encountered opposition from abolitionist groups 
advocating the oppression model of sex work.  Their success in overcoming this challenge was 
dependent on the salience of the frames they chose in campaigns for decriminalization.  The 
New Zealand Prostitutes’ Collective’s use of a human rights and gender equality framework 
helped them build support among feminist and liberal groups.  The human rights framework 
included a discussion of a right to health and safety, referencing prevailing concerns about sex 
work and exposure to HIV.  Indian sex workers have struggled to gain feminist support, as the 
empowerment model and acceptance of sex work as a choice is associated with Western 
feminism and therefore rejected by some Indian feminists.  However, their use of the sex-as-
work framework and the citizenship approach has been salient, especially with leftist feminists, 
due to India’s socialist history.  They have had moderate success in gaining recognition as 
citizens, resulting in increased engagement with government institutions.  Framing sex workers 
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rights as a health issue, again calling on popular concerns over HIV, has resulted in financial 
support from international health and development organizations, which give Indian sex workers 
external legitimacy.  Overall, resistance from key actors, including government officials and 
feminist groups, have limited Indian sex workers to more informal mobilization, creating local 
programs and collectives, while protesting national policy without much effect. 
Swedish sex workers did not publicly promote the empowerment model until the 1990s, 
at which point they were a full decade behind abolitionist groups in gaining institutional support.  
While criminalization lacked popular support among Swedes, it had the support of a strong 
women’s movement and the women of almost every political party.  Sex workers lacked the 
resources, organization, or allies to fight the criminalization bill.  The oppression model was 
strongly promoted by the women’s movement, allowing the government to ignore the opinions 
of sex workers, essentially violating their rights as citizens.  The entrenched power of the 
oppression model limited the salience of the empowerment model and locked sex workers out of 
the political process. 
Feminist allies, or at least the absence of a feminist opposition, appears to be a key 
determinant in the success of sex workers’ political efforts.  While a strong presence of second 
wave feminists in Sweden preempted attempts to organize in opposition to Kvinnofrid, the 
absence of traditionally second wave feminist opposition does not guarantee success.  Indian sex 
workers were confronted by feminist groups that rejected third wave feminism and the 
empowerment model of sex work as too Western, and thus refused to support sex workers.  
However, Indian sex workers were able to work around this and appeal to a subsection of Indian 
feminists through the use of the citizenship approach and health framework to present sex 
worker rights.  Constructing a frame around shared values, even if they are explicitly feminist, 
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presents an opportunity for sex workers to form coalitions with feminists and other key groups.  
The health framework  provided common ground for Indian and New Zealand sex workers to 
build relationships with other actors and gather support.  Taken together, these cases suggest that 
the presence or absence of second wave feminists alone does not determine the outcome of sex 
workers’ movements.  Rather, second wave feminism may present a challenge to sex workers 
that can be overcome with culturally relevant frames that appeal to potential coalition members 
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